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 Abstract 
 
The New Era of Leadership in Nonprofits:  
A Value Proposition Study for the Certification of Association Professionals 
 
Nonprofit organizations provide one million jobs to Californians. These 
organizations face challenges to find qualified executive leadership due to approaching 
retirements and transitions.  Succession planning is utilized by relatively few nonprofits. 
Employees seeking leadership roles are challenged to identify ways to develop their 
knowledge, skills, and competence to prepare for career opportunities. Continuing 
professional development is often obtained through industry specific certification and 
credentialing to demonstrate knowledge and commitment to practice.  However, the 
value of certification is unknown within association professionals serving California 
nonprofits.   
A limited number of association professionals have attained certification to 
enhance their knowledge, build their competence, and demonstrate their advanced 
practice abilities in nonprofit management. This mixed methods study surveyed 588 
association professionals within California and attained 140 responses (24.8%) utilizing 
the Perceived Value of Certification Tool (PVCT) ©, an existing credentialing value 
assessment tool. Twelve of eighteen survey items were found to differ significantly  
(p < .01), with respect to the perceived value of certification between those certified and 
non-certified. 
Interviews were conducted with 11 Certified Association Executives (CAE) to 
explore the perceived value of certification and to understand how those who have earned 
the credential have applied their learning into practice and career advancement. Five 
major themes emerged for association professionals: (a) they found nonprofit 
 management as an accidental profession, (b) they sought challenge and growth, (c) they 
admitted fear, (d) they overcame challenges and followed their motivations to obtain 
certification, and (e) they shared mixed value perceptions regarding their CAE credential.  
Through triangulation, three conclusions were identified: (1) certification is highly valued 
by association professionals, (2) there is no direct leadership pathway into association 
management, and (3) fear and self-doubt shape the adult lifelong learning pathway to 
certification. 
This study informs individuals and employers considering certification for 
professional development and goal setting, while also demonstrating the intrinsic values 
found while establishing knowledge and advancing professional practice in nonprofit 
management.  Considerations for future learning formats, including digital badging and 
micro-credentialing, are offered. 
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and the PVCT
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, data were provided to demonstrate the perceived value of the Certified 
Association Executive (CAE) to association professionals in California.  However, the 
data alone could not describe the journey to certification and how those who are certified 
qualify their perceptions of their experience.  The rich descriptions shared by those 
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their fears when setting professional development goals while also encouraging more 
association professionals to seek certification. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Research 
Introduction to the Problem 
The Urban Institute and National Center for Charitable Statistics (Blackwood, 
Roeger, & Pettijohn, 2012) reported more than 1.6 million nonprofit organizations were 
registered in the United States in 2010; evidencing a significant growth rate of 24% since 
2000.  This number includes public charities, private foundations, and other types of 
nonprofit organizations, including chambers of commerce, fraternal organizations, trade 
associations, professional membership associations, and civic leagues.  The nonprofit 
sector employs over 10.7 million people and is the third largest U.S. industry (Nonprofit 
HR, 2014).  In California alone, nearly one million people are employed by nonprofits 
(Deitrick, 2014).  The growth in nonprofits, in tandem with the approaching wave of 
retiring leaders and managers from the “baby boomer” generation (born 1946–1964), will 
likely create a significant need for others to step into available executive leadership roles. 
Specifically, Cornelius, Moyers, and Bell (2011) found that 17% of nonprofit leaders are 
over 60 years of age and only 33% of this group of leaders reported confidence in their 
ability to hire the right successor for their association. Identifying the personal 
preparation and professional development steps that current association professionals 
have taken to prepare for leadership roles within nonprofit organizations may offer 
insights into how others can become prepared to step into these roles. 
In many professions, credentialing is a widely respected method of assuring that 
knowledge acquisition standards are upheld, and for supporting adult learning and 
ongoing professional development for leaders (Carnevale, Rose, & Hanson, 2012).  
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Within the nonprofit arena, two credentialing programs were created between 1960 and 
1981.  For association professionals, the American Society of Association Executives 
(ASAE) established the Certified Association Executive (CAE) in 1960 to prepare 
nonprofit and trade executives in broad leadership and management competencies.  While 
there are over 750,000 association professionals eligible for ASAE membership, the 
organization currently “represents more than 22,000 association executives and industry 
partners representing more than 15,000 organizations” (Robertson, 2015).  
Approximately 4,124 individuals actively held the CAE credential (ASAE, 2015).   
Based on current ASAE membership information, it appears that approximately 20% of 
current members have attained this credential. Earners of the CAE credential must pass 
an assessment of knowledge and practice principles in ten broad domains of content that 
indicate the overarching competencies in leadership for association professionals (ASAE, 
2014b; Becker & Montgomery, 1995).  There are no published studies on the value of 
this credential and little is known about how those who obtain this credential apply 
content learning to practice or career advancement (Killiam, 2013). 
 A second credential of note for association professionals in nonprofit and 
philanthropic organizations is the Certified Fundraising Executive (CFRE) credential.  
The CFRE is specialized for fundraising professionals with 5,282 holding this 
certification (Caldarola, 2013). This credential and program was established in 1981. The 
Association of Fundraising Professionals (AFP) “represents more than 30,000 members” 
and works to administer this credential with leading philanthropic associations (AFP, 
2014).  As Rosen (2011) noted, “until the CFRE credential is universally known within 
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the nonprofit sector and commonly known to the general public, CFRE International can 
expect development professionals to question the value of the designation” (p.1, para. 9).   
Statement of the Problem to be Researched 
A limited number of association professionals have attained certification to 
enhance their knowledge, build their competence, and demonstrate their advanced 
practice abilities. However, little is known about how those who have earned 
certifications apply learning in practice and career advancement. 
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose 
The purpose of this research was to investigate the perceived value and impact of 
certification for association professionals in preparing candidates to fill the approaching 
leadership gap within nonprofit organizations.   
Significance of the Problem 
Research suggests that there is an approaching leadership loss in nonprofits due to 
the pending retirement of executives (Solomon & Sandahl, 2007; Tierney, 2006).  This 
potential crisis has been disputed by Johnson (2009) who suggests, “a leadership deficit 
in the nonprofit sector may not be as imminent as in the government sector but that it 
looms closer than in the for-profit sector” (p. 300).  The Nonprofit Employment Practice 
Survey of 413 organizations nationwide found that two of every three organizations 
operate without formal succession plans and only 14% of those without a plan indicated 
any intent to create a succession plan (Nonprofit HR, 2014).  More recently, Vetter 
(2012) recommended future research to “evaluate current training and education for 
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nonprofit leaders” (p. 216), noting that “one of the greatest challenges faced by 
nonprofits is finding qualified candidates for leadership” (p. 34).  
An “imminent crisis” has been reported and professional associations are 
unprepared to face succession planning and leadership transition (Thiessen, 2012, p. 3).  
With pending retirements and employee turnover, there seems to be a recognized need for 
trained leaders within nonprofit organizations.  Cornelius et al. (2011) found that 77% of 
nonprofit leaders rated nonprofit management certificate programs as an effective 
professional development activity. Yet, only one in five association professionals who are 
members of ASAE have attained formal certifications and credentials. 
Research Questions 
The research questions guiding this mixed methods study were: 
Q1 – What is the perceived value of certification among association professionals 
working in nonprofit organizations? 
 
Q2 – How do association professionals describe the benefits received from pursuing 
certification?    
 
Q3 – How does being certified inform the association professional’s knowledge, skills, 
and competencies?  
 
The Conceptual Framework 
 
Researcher Stance 
My perspective was grounded in a humanist orientation that led me to believe that 
I can control my own personal growth and career development.  The humanist 
perspective of learning, according to Rogers (1983), includes personal involvement and is 
self-initiated, pervasive, self-evaluated, and makes meaning.  As a social constructivist, I 
believe knowledge is actively constructed by adult learners throughout their career by the 
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process of active discovery.  Gergen (2003) noted, “that social constructionism invites 
the creation, new inhabitable ways of going on together” and its “critique gives way to 
emancipation and creative construction of alternatives” (p. 5).  This suggests an 
epistemological perspective about how knowledge is constructed and understood.   
My first career included a decade as a registered dietitian in healthcare settings as 
well as collegiate teaching. I held and continue to maintain a Registered Dietitian (RD) 
credential.  I also currently hold and maintain the Certified Association Executive (CAE) 
credential.   
I have been a nonprofit association professional for over 15 years.  As a chief 
learning officer for a national trade association, I am responsible for the development of 
adult learning, professional development, and leadership training opportunities that serve 
a national and international membership.  As an association professional, I have 
personally observed the challenges faced by leaders in nonprofit organizations.  As an 
active member of a large membership association, I have researched leadership 
retirements and personally identified the approaching employment gap in nonprofit 
organizations.  My interests inform my desire to further examine certification as a path 
toward a well prepared, interested, and qualified pool of future leadership candidates.   
When conducting a mixed methods study involving both quantitative and 
qualitative research, it was necessary to reflect on one’s own views, experiences, and 
biases.  I have a strong preference for and personal commitment to lifelong learning and 
was careful to remember that this joy in learning may not be equally shared by others in 
the field.  I recognized the need to be aware of my mental models and to bracket my own 
perceptions about the value credentials have offered to my own career.  I hope the 
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findings from the research allow more informed decisions regarding the value of adult 
learning and, specifically, association professional certification based on input from 
individuals planning their careers and employers as they prepare to hire for leadership 
transitions within the association management community. 
Conceptual Framework 
This study was designed around three streams of research. The first stream is a 
review of literature on the evolution of nonprofit leadership for those who elect to serve 
as current and future association professionals.  The second stream is a synthesis of 
research on professional adult learning principles, and the third stream is a review of 
literature on the value of certification and credentialing programs.  Figure 1 provides a 
graphic representation of these streams identifying key research that will be discussed in 
Chapter 2.   
 
Figure 1. Conceptual framework. 
Preparation 
for Nonprofit 
Leadership 
Tierney (2006) 
Carman, Leland, Wilson 
(2010) 
Thiessen (2012) 
Vetter (2012) 
 
Professional 
Adult 
Learning 
Houle (1946, 1989) 
Knowles (1980) 
Merriam & Caffarella (1999) 
Daley (1999, 2001, 2014) 
 
Value of 
Certification 
Collins (1979, 2007) 
Sechrist  et al. (2006) 
Muenzen (2012) 
Williams (2014) 
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Preparation for nonprofit leadership.  “One of the greatest challenges faced 
by nonprofits is finding qualified candidates for leadership” (Vetter, 2012, p. 34).  As 
previously noted, over the next decade, a significant number of baby boomers are likely 
to retire, which will require many nonprofit associations to seek new executive leadership 
(Carman, Leland, & Wilson, 2010; Tierney, 2006).  The need for next-generation 
leadership development cannot be fulfilled via college educational experiences and credit 
hours alone.  Working professionals must continue their education and leadership 
development both on the job and beyond (Carnevale et al., 2012; Suarez, 2010). 
Traditional nonprofit associations utilize significant labor hours provided by 
volunteers and rely on membership funds, donations, grants, and corporate revenues to 
operate.  Board members are often volunteers with limited knowledge of association 
management best practices across the organization (Tierney, 2006).  The public trust, 
professional image, and brand reputation can be permanently damaged by poor 
leadership.  In addition, “associations face a steady churn in leadership, which will only 
trend upward as the generational shift in our workforce continues” (Rominiecki, 2013, p. 
7).  Formal leadership selection by volunteer search committees, nonprofit boards of 
directors, and human resource departments include an array of complex selection criteria, 
optimized for changing organizational goals and current, competitive compensation 
models.  Thiessen (2012) reported that nonprofits face a “lack of attention to the crisis 
concerning succession planning” (p. 73). 
Professional adult learning.  Learning throughout an adult career may be the 
keystone to professional practice.  Although each profession has its own specialized set 
of knowledge, skills, and abilities, the basic tenets of andragogy (adult learning) seem to 
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apply across all practices areas.  The historical foundation for this research is framed by 
concepts of andragogy, meaning the art and science of helping adults learn, as defined by 
Knowles (1980).  One of Knowles’s main assumptions, also supported by Houle’s (1989) 
research, was that as adult learners mature, their learning moves from dependent to self-
directed.  This construct has been further supported through the work of Merriam and 
Caffarella (1999) who suggested adult students “participate in their learning needs, the 
planning and implementation of the learning experience and the evaluation of those 
experiences” (p. 273).  Therefore, some professionals may seek continuing professional 
education, including recognized credentials in their field, in order to meet their individual 
learning needs.  Research and evaluation is needed to assess the value of these 
credentials, as Muenzen (2013) noted: 
A properly designed and executed value proposition study permits the assessment 
of how well a credentialing program is meeting the needs of current and future 
credential holders, employers and other stakeholder groups. In addition, the study 
data can be used to update the credentialing program to better meet stakeholder 
needs. (p. 1) 
 
Beyond formal higher education and initial training, each profession generally has 
established membership organizations, standards for excellence, ethical guidelines, as 
well as credentials for advancement and achievement to assure the continued competence 
for its membership.  Continuing professional education is a billion dollar industry 
comprised of non-profit/trade associations and accreditation bodies (Thomas, 2014).  
Adult learners have a responsibility to maintain current, competent practice standards 
with many professions mandating continuing education, ethics, and practice standards.  
Boud and Hager (2012) reported, “public expectation of professionals is that they are 
aware of new knowledge and keep themselves up to date” (p. 20).  Houle (1989) 
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articulated, “to achieve its greatest potential, continuing education must fulfill the 
promise of its name and be truly continuing—not casual, sporadic, or opportunistic…this 
fact means essentially that it must be self-directed” (p. 12).  Learning may be a continual 
need or required professional expectation throughout one’s career.   
Young (1998) credited social and political forces that have driven the increase in 
mandatory continuing education for the professions, including: (a) public concern about 
professional competence, (b) failure in the professions to police their incompetent 
workers, (c) perceptions of inflated service costs, and (d) unequal access to care.  The 
Association for the Study of Higher Education or ASHE (2006) stated, “yet, as human 
nature dictates, most of us resist the efforts of others who propose to test and regulate our 
behavior” (p. 27).  Therefore, ideally learning should be self-regulated, self-directed, and 
self-motivated. 
Adults may face both extrinsic motivators for lifelong learning that include 
educational requirements as well as intrinsic motivators to obtain new knowledge, skills, 
and abilities (KSAs) for recognition, career growth, and the potential for higher salary 
(Fertig, Zeititz, & Blau, 2009).  Ryan and Connell (1989) viewed intrinsic motivation as 
involving interesting, challenging activities within training and assessment, while Burke 
and Hutchins (2007) described the enhanced readiness to apply new knowledge and skills 
to work activities as intrinsic training transfer.  When adult learners apply new 
knowledge, demonstrate impact, or generate desired change, they can develop a personal 
sense of motivation to continue to learn.  In full consideration of the need for qualified 
association professionals to lead the future of nonprofit organizations, with or without a 
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certification, this study seeks to examine and explore the perceived value certification 
holds and any possible related career benefits. 
The value of credentialing.  Studies have indicated that professionals move 
through stages (novice, advanced beginner, competent, proficient, expert) as they develop 
expertise (Daley, 1999; Dreyfus & Dreyfus, 1980).  Houle’s (1989) seminal work on 
continuing education set the foundation by noting: 
The plans to establish basic educational programs for those entering the 
professions were thought in the first quarter of this century to be visionary, but 
they have now been realized at levels far beyond those of the original dreams. 
Continuing education will follow the same pattern of growth; what we hardly dare 
prophesize today what will be seen by later generations as efforts to achieve a 
manifest necessity. (p. 302) 
  
Continuing professional development is sought by both practitioner and employers when 
enhanced knowledge and skills improves practice (Daley & Cervero, in press; Muijs & 
Lindsay, 2008).  Within the literature, the purpose of continuing professional education is 
noted “to improve professional competence and practice” (Mott & Daley, 2000, p. 23).  
Many adult learners seek an advanced education and training path leading to specialty 
certification and assessment to obtain credentials (Thomas, 2014).  Practice credentials 
may provide the possibility of peer and professional recognition, career development 
opportunities, self-satisfaction, and salary increases.  However, Knapp and Gallery 
(2003) argued, “certification does not guarantee that an individual will perform 
competently” (p. 4), while Fenwick (2009) addressed the need for “professionals to 
collectively construct, modify, resist and select different meanings of knowledge within 
the complex dilemmas of the everyday” (p. 234).  
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Carnevale et al. (2012) related the extraordinary growth in higher education 
certificate programs, from 3,000 in 1994 to 1 million in 2010, to “coincide with increased 
public scrutiny of the economic value of postsecondary education” (p. 2).  They noted the 
fact that “a third of certificates are earned after the age of 30 demonstrates that many 
experienced workers burnish their credentials to seek new employment opportunities or 
wage increases” (p. 7).  New formats for recognition of adult learning achievement are 
emerging that include digital badging (Finkelstein, Knight, & Manning, 2013).  The need 
exists to examine the value of credentials as they impact professional practitioners.  
Daley and Cervero (in press) remarked, “thus, the involvement of professional bodies and 
employing organizations in partnering with individual practitioners to develop curricula 
for credentialing may become the model across the professions over the next 20 years” 
(n.p.). 
The perceived value of certification has been studied within various professions.  
A sample of addiction professionals in Pennsylvania found identity value in certification 
(Massella, Simons, Young, Haas, & Toth, 2013).  Value from gaining certification 
recognition was expressed by 99 participants in an executive education program in higher 
education (Daniels, 2011).  Nurses with specialty certifications were found to feel more 
confident and report higher levels of empowerment than their noncertified peers (Wade, 
2009).  However, little is known regarding the value of certification for association 
professionals (Killiam, 2013).  To fill a gap in the literature, this study will investigate the 
perceived value and impact of certification for practice and career progression in 
preparing to fill the approaching leadership gap within nonprofit organizations.   
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Definition of Terms 
Andragogy 
Theory offering principles that can be applied specifically to the teaching of 
adults and states the adult learner is an active participant in the learning process 
(Cheetham & Chivers, 2001) 
Association Professionals 
For the purposes of this study, association professionals are defined as individuals 
affiliated with professional, trade, and philanthropic organizations, as well as 
executives in conventions and visitors bureaus, and chambers of commerce.  They 
are employed by an association, an association management company, or serve as 
the president of a convention or visitors bureau.  (CalSAE, 2014) 
Certification 
“The process by which an individual or group pursues acknowledgement or in 
which an association or organization grants recognition to a person, group, 
process, service, product, or result that meets or exceeds established criteria” 
(Thomas, 2014, p. 177). 
Competency 
A competency is defined as a capability or ability.  It is a set of related but 
different behaviors organized around an underlying construct called the “intent.”  
The behaviors are alternate manifestations of the intent, appropriate in various 
situations or times (Boyatzis, 2007). 
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Credential 
“An attestation of competence or qualification issued to an individual or entity by 
a third-party credentialing authority, i.e., professional association” (Thomas, 
2014, p. 178) awarded for demonstrated mastery of a defined domain of practice 
or body of knowledge through a combination of education, experience, and 
examination score (Rops, 2002). 
Designation 
“Refers to the letters or acronym used after a name” (Thomas, 2014, p. 179); for 
instance, John Doe, CAE refers to John Doe having earned the Certified 
Association Executive certification from the ASAE whereby the CAE is the 
designation. 
Lifelong Learning 
Lifelong learning comprises all phases of learning from pre-school to post-
retirement and covers the whole spectrum of formal, non-formal, and informal 
learning.  It is a process that occurs at all times in all places and is a process of 
continuous learning directed toward not only providing the individual needs but 
also those of the relevant community (Laal, 2011). 
Nonprofit 
A corporation or an association that conducts business for the benefit of the 
general public without shareholders and without a profit motive (Chastain, 2013). 
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Assumptions and Limitations 
Assumptions 
This researcher entered this study with several assumptions based on education, 
experiences, values, perceptions, and personal practice in a related field of work.  The 
main set of assumptions was related to perceptions the researcher holds regarding each 
stream of research.  First, as an active volunteer, the researcher contributed to 
professional practice, writing, and speaking in the membership association and nonprofit 
practice areas.  As a chief learning officer for a national, nonprofit trade association, the 
researcher was categorized as an association professional.  Her professional identity, 
similar to that of the study subjects, eliminated assumptions, removed prior beliefs, and 
did not lead to any influence of personal practice experience on the data interpretation. 
Second, the researcher views learning as a lifelong process and believes that 
ongoing professional education is necessary both personally and professionally.  This 
view leads her to assume that people continually seek to advance in their careers based on 
personal goals and satisfaction levels.  She believes that both intrinsic and extrinsic 
motivators exist that create incentives for adult learning, but understands that barriers to 
learning also exist. 
Finally, at the time of this study, the researcher held two advanced credentials – 
Registered Dietitian (RD) and Certified Association Executive (CAE).  The researcher 
possesses strong values that support perceived values of earned credentials related to 
personal career opportunities.   
Regarding the study’s methodology and the data gathering, it was assumed that 
participants would answer the survey honestly and will provide sincere replies during the 
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interviews.  Both the researcher’s personal views and mental models required 
bracketing during the qualitative research interviews, as well as during the analysis and 
coding of data and the interpretation of quantitative demographic results.    
Limitations 
Creswell (2012) noted, “limitations are potential weaknesses or problems…that 
are identified by the researcher” (p. 623).  Potential limitations within the study include 
the small sample size in data collection, analysis, and occurrences the researcher cannot 
control.  This study sample was limited to association professionals within California and 
further, was limited to those with access to membership communications through 
CalSAE. California association professionals may not provide a representative sample for 
the national profession.  Those who are CalSAE members may also have a stronger 
tendency toward lifelong learning.  Although the mixed methodology provides the ability 
to compare data and story, the study sample size was limited by the number of survey 
respondents, and the survey may not provide sufficient response rates to offer meaningful 
data.  Additionally, the purposeful sampling of the population with a limited number of 
qualitative interviews may not provide sufficient insight into the perceived value of 
certification. 
Summary 
Davis, Taylor, and Reyes (2014) noted, “it is common for students to view the 
end of their compulsory education as the end of their obligation to learn the concepts of 
their discipline” (p. 445). Today, the formality of training models and continuing 
professional education have led to the creation of academies, institutes, associations, 
accrediting bodies, credentialing agencies, and, in some cases, government oversight.  
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Houle (1989) noted, “the ultimate aim of continuing education is readiness to use the 
best ideas and techniques of the moment but also to expect that they will be modified or 
replaced” (p. 75).  As well-meaning providers of these lifelong learning experiences build 
complex webs of requirements and red tape, costs escalate and individuals face 
challenges to properly demonstrate and maintain competent practice. 
The pipeline of association professionals who work within nonprofit 
organizations can fill the leadership gap by enhancing the association management 
profession’s body of knowledge.  Through job task analysis and research, key areas of 
practice have created domains and established the foundation for the certified association 
executive (CAE) credential.  Chapter 2 provides the foundation for this research by 
framing three streams of research that consider the future needs of nonprofit leadership, 
professional adult learning, and the perceived value of certification as a form of 
continuing professional development. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 
Introduction 
Learning throughout adulthood is a keystone to professional practice.  Although 
each profession has its own specialized set of knowledge, skills, and abilities, the basic 
tenets of andragogy apply across all practices areas.  Beyond formal higher education and 
initial training, each profession may have established membership organizations, 
standards for excellence, ethical guidelines, and credentials for advancement and 
achievement to assure the continued competence of its membership.  Continuing 
professional education is a billion dollar industry comprised of nonprofit associations, 
institutions of higher education, and accreditation bodies (Carnevale et al., 2012; Collins, 
2007; Suarez, 2010).  Specifically, certification “represents one of the fastest-growing 
multibillion-dollar marketplaces” (Thomas, 2014, p. 27).  
Individuals in many professions make an ongoing commitment to remain current 
and qualified within their chosen area of practice.  To maintain a level of qualification for 
employment, numerous professions either offer voluntary continuing professional 
education or require mandatory continuing education.  Adults have different learning 
styles, differ in motivation to learn, and differ significantly in their desire to lead.  The 
professions themselves also face rapid changes in practice standards and technology 
implementation that leads to the need for further learning.   
To investigate the value of certification for practice and career progression for 
association professionals preparing to fill the approaching leadership gap within nonprofit 
organizations, this study is designed on the foundation of three streams of research.  The 
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first stream reviews literature on the professional roles and competencies required for 
those who elect to serve in nonprofit leadership.  The second stream is a synthesis of the 
theory and research on professional adult learning principles; and the third stream 
reviews research on the value of certification and credentialing programs. 
Literature Review 
Leadership in Nonprofit Organizations 
Within the next decade, a significant number of baby boomers will retire, leaving 
many nonprofit associations seeking executive leadership (Carman et al., 2010; Solomon 
& Sandahl, 2007; Tierney, 2006).  Mirabella (2007) noted that although the number of 
nonprofit graduate degree programs increased 26% between 1996 and 2006, with 240 
universities and colleges across the United States providing courses, the need for next 
generation leadership development likely will not be fulfilled via college educational 
experiences and credit hours alone.  
A recent rise in formal leadership development training has included internal 
components of selection, optimization for organizational goals, and compensation 
models.  New issues will likely require creative and strategic approaches to manage and 
lead.   
Leadership gap rationale.  Tierney (2006) conducted a leadership deficit study 
noting “nonprofits increasingly do the work required to fill our desire for a civil, 
compassionate, and well-functioning society…[and]…their ability to consistently deliver 
results depends more on the quality of their people than on any other single variable” (p. 
2).  The Bridgespan Group’s (2012) leadership development diagnostic survey of 225 
nonprofit leaders supported previous research by identifying that although 37% reported 
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identifying a possible successor to lead their organization, only 28% of the same 
organizations made formal succession plans to address future leadership gaps.  Also 
relevant, only 50% of the organizations responding assessed the potential for succession 
within their current employees, and noted that internal candidates would fill only 25% of 
their forecasted leadership vacancies.  Most recently, the Nonprofit Employment 
Practices (Nonprofit HR, 2014) national survey of 413 organizations cited similar figures 
with only 33% operating with formal succession plans and 14% of the same sample 
intending to create formal succession plans.  Additional studies have indicated that within 
the responding organizations, internal succession planning is utilized by one-in-three to 
groom the next generation of executives (Carman et al., 2010; Thiessen, 2012).    
Numerous studies have identified additional issues to compound the lack of 
leaders and have noted that the complexity of the roles and responsibilities within 
nonprofits has significantly changed (Halpern, 2006; Linscott, 2011; Rominiecki, 2013; 
Simms, Milway, & Trager, 2009).   Simms et al. (2009) studied 433 executive directors 
of nonprofit organizations and found that 79% of the study sample desired to hire 
individuals with specific functional experience. Of the 433 organizations surveyed, only 
25% reported filling positions successfully with internal candidates.  This research 
identified concerns with the overall lack of qualified candidates to meet the changing 
needs of nonprofits and further identified the importance of hiring to match the culture of 
the nonprofit organization.  Compensation led the list of obstacles to finding suitable 
leaders.  As Halpern (2006) noted, “Gone are the days when the non-profit sector could 
count on a steady stream of new recruits willing to accept the stress, burnout, and the 
persistent lack of resources that come with a non-profit job” (p. 11). 
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The assumption that turnover or “churn” of nonprofit leadership was being 
triggered by the pending retirement of the baby boom generation has been countered by 
Johnson (2009). By utilizing population projection data, employment statistics, and 
supply and demand curve analysis, she concluded that flawed assumptions exist 
regarding mass retirements as the primary contributor to a leadership gap.  She found the 
average employee is working well beyond retirement age.  “It would appear that a 
shortage of top nonprofit leadership is a legitimate concern” (Johnson, p. 288) and “at 
higher wages for top leaders, some organizations will fail, if sources of funding and 
clientele remain, activities may be absorbed by another organization.” (p. 290). Although 
Johnson improves the outlook for an extended turnover of leadership, the study 
recognized additional issues about the requirement for more competitive salaries to 
attract qualified leaders and how that itself, in time, may be detrimental to the current 
fiscal models of nonprofits. 
Lack of internal support to develop leaders.  The potential shortage of qualified 
candidates to lead the next generation of nonprofits may have an internal root cause.  
Numerous studies identify the passive approach organizations take to train, mentor, and 
support their current employees and aspiring mid-level managers (The Bridgespan 
Group, 2012; Carman et al., 2010; Cornelius et al., 2011; Williams, 2009).   
Cornelius et al. (2011) found in their sample of 3,000 executive leaders that 31% 
reported being active as a mentor.  Of those executives, 36% reported that “there would 
not be a credible staff candidate for the executive position should they leave today” (p. 
16).  There is an apparent disconnect between current leadership, who they envision as 
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the next generation of leaders for their organization, and an evidenced commitment to 
grow talent. 
Additional training experiences are needed to develop professional expertise in all 
practice areas of nonprofit management.  Mentorship alone, whether internal or external, 
may not be sufficient for continued professional learning and developing respect as a 
leader.  As Williams (2009) noted, “while it may give individuals a boost in competency 
or career development, staff should not expect mentoring to provide an inside track to 
promotion or a guarantee of advancement within the organization” (p. 9).   
A qualitative study of 12 multiethnic, multi-racial nonprofits explored the 
assumption that there is room at the top for insiders (Santora & Sarros, 2001).  Their 
work aligned with previously reported research findings that 33% of these organizations 
prepared succession plans.  The organizations “encouraged middle managers to enroll in 
professional and leadership development;” however, “middle managers cannot break the 
glass ceiling to advance to the coveted position of CEO/executive director within their 
organization” (p. 109). 
Hannum et al. (2011) documented results from a world leadership survey of 1,054 
nonprofit executives and 38 individuals who participated in appreciative inquiry focus 
groups.  They concluded, “new leaders and new kinds of leadership are called for” 
(Hannum et al., 2011, p. 12).  The internal, mid-level managers understood the rapidly 
changing requirements for knowledge, skills, and abilities and expressed “a strong desire 
for greater learning and development opportunities” (p. 15).  This information indicates 
the need for adult learning opportunities to build competence in current executives 
seeking pathways to learn and grow in their careers. 
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Volunteerism and leadership. The ability to align volunteers with an 
organization’s vision and goals is an immense challenge and responsibility.  In 2011, 
27% of the U.S. population (64.3 million) donated volunteer hours to equal 15.2 billion 
labor hours (Blackwood et al., 2012).  Within California alone, “volunteers contribute 
more than $24.7 million in unpaid labor each year, the equivalent of 450,000 full-time 
jobs” (Deitrick, 2014, p. 9).  This unpaid labor serves as the cornerstone to projects, 
programs, and services provided by the nonprofit sector, also known as the third sector.  
Both current leaders and the next generation of nonprofit leaders will be required to 
balance organizational and financial goals with the needs and demands of paid employees 
and unpaid volunteers. 
A recent survey of 1,585 chief executive officers and executive directors of 
member-serving organizations by Gazley and Bowers (2013) resulted in 52% reporting 
being trained or educated in the profession their organization served while only 37% said 
they were trained or educated as an association professional.  This seems to suggest that 
two-thirds of association professionals enter their leadership roles with no training and 
limited understanding of association management.  An apparent pathway to professional 
leadership for over half of the study’s respondents began by serving as nonprofit 
volunteers or organization members.    
Lack of desire to lead.  Published research has suggested that many novice and 
mid-level professionals within nonprofits do not aspire to lead (Carman et al., 2010; 
Cornelius et al. 2011).  In a study by Carman et al. (2010), young and emerging 
professionals reported that they felt undervalued by their organization, and very few 
aspired to senior-level and executive director positions.  The researchers created a multi-
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method approach to sample the executive directors and young professionals in the 
central Carolinas.  Their online survey, sent by email, yielded a 46% response rate.  
Presenting their results at a conference, the researchers used this venue to gather input on 
focus group questions that were later presented to seven executive directors.  An 
additional survey of young professionals was distributed to retrieve data from 48 young 
professionals within five nonprofit organizations.  While a significant number, 68%, of 
executive directors reported plans to leave their position within five years (51% retire, 
17% seek alternate organization roles), only 6% of young professionals aspired to 
become executive directors (Carman et al., 2010).  However, 80% of the same young 
professionals wanted to stay within nonprofit organizations, and many reported plans to 
seek a professional license or certification. 
In a previous mixed methods study, Cornelius et al. (2011) found that 32% (12% 
yes, and 20% probably yes) of young professionals responding aspired to be an executive 
director.  Their national survey of 5,754 respondents included a majority of individuals 
interested or already working in nonprofits but not serving as an executive director.  In 
addition, six focus groups attended by a total of 54 individuals were held.  Forty-five 
percent of those attending the focus groups identified the need to strengthen their own 
technical or management skills to fulfill a leadership role.  The researchers found “a well-
educated group of people who view formal education and practical experience as the mix 
that would best position them for success” (p. 10).   
Additional studies investigated factors impacting the employment choices being 
made by early career professionals working in nonprofit organizations (Deaton, Brock, & 
Kopelovich, 2013; Dobin & Tchume, 2011).  Dobin and Tchume (2011) found, in their 
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study of 1,100 individual young professionals that 94.8% indicated that nonprofits 
should offer more competitive compensation, and 97.3% believed they needed to leave 
their current nonprofit, or even the sector, to advance in their careers.  The researchers 
challenged the nonprofit sector to “anticipate an unprecedented transition at the top” and 
act to better develop “bench strength” from within their organizations (p. 5).  The 
nonprofit sector is the third largest U.S. employer currently employing over 10.7 million 
workers (Nonprofit HR, 2014).  It is critical to attract and retain young talent to serve the 
future of the 1.6 million nonprofits. 
As Deaton et al. (2013) concluded, “unless something is done, our supply of 
nonprofit leaders in the near future will fall far short of demands” (p. 3).  Their 
longitudinal study evaluated four cohorts of participants in the Richmond, Virginia 
Emerging Nonprofit Leadership Program (ENLP) from 2007 to 2011.  Their sample was 
86% female with 65.6% under age 40.  Of the 76 individuals who completed 102 hours of 
training within the Emerging Nonprofit Leadership Program (ENLP), over an eight-
month training period, “92% remain in nonprofit and 34% have already accepted 
positions of greater responsibility at their original agency or another nonprofit” (p. 16).  
This research appears to be an indication that targeted leadership development may foster 
longevity for employees within the nonprofit sector and open new opportunities for those 
motivated to seek higher responsibilities. 
Summary.  Although research data and opinions vary on the cause, there is 
significant and unified concern regarding the approaching turnover in nonprofit 
leadership.  Studies have demonstrated that current executives who lead these 
organizations have not actively developed internal candidates to become their successor 
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nor taken the initiative to implement succession plans.  Research also indicates that the 
profession’s requirements and expectations of an association professional are complex 
and continue to evolve.  A career in nonprofit management requires the ability to manage 
budgets and lead large numbers of volunteers without compensation comparable to other 
industries (Blackwood et al., 2012; Deitrick, 2014; Powell & Steinberg, 2006).  As 
Cornelius et al. (2011) determined, many middle managers aspire to an advancing career 
in nonprofit service but lack the desire to ultimately lead.  Research is needed to further 
identify the specific values and perceptions of association professionals.   
Professional Adult Learning 
Houle (1946) asserted that “education breeds the desire for more education” (p. 
38).  Society began to accept the rationale that adults should continue to learn beyond 
high school.  Known as the father of andragogy, Knowles (1980, 1984) theorized that 
adult learning was an internal, self-directed process.  Merriam, Caffarella, and 
Baumgartner (2007) cited the underlying assumptions of andragogy to include self-
concept, experience, readiness to learn, problem centric, internally motivated, and need to 
know.  These suppositions about adult learning have taken root to create a highly 
educated work force, establish professions and professional disciplines, and continue 
education models for adults that include credentialing and certification (Thomas, 2014). 
Motivation for adult learning.  The underlying, intrinsic motivation for adult 
learning considers preparation, training, assessment, and application activities as 
interesting and challenging, and associates learning with task enjoyment (Ryan & 
Connell, 1989).  Developmental psychology traces adult learning to behaviorism affected 
by forms of reward, and attempted within various instructional professional development 
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formats (Cheetham & Chivers, 2001).  Billett (2010) commented, “at the heart of 
effective work and learning practices is the conduct of work that is salient and 
meaningful for individual’s sense of self and identity” (p. 13).   
As younger students move into and through adulthood, they adjust self-
perceptions from that of a student to that of an adult learner.  Chickering (1969) recorded 
the occurrence of stages when new challenges are faced by college students and 
concluded that they have a “sense of competence, the confidence one has in one’s ability 
to cope with what comes and to achieve successfully what one sets out to do” (p. 9).  
Chickering and Reisser (1993) identified seven vectors of identity development to build 
confidence in graduate students that begin with achieving competence and move toward 
establishing identity, developing purpose, and developing identity.  Wimbish, Bumphus, 
and Helfgot (1995) asserted that the seven vectors are applicable to adult students and 
inform adult development.  
As adults face ongoing challenges to maintain their level of competence in 
practice, fear and self-doubt may emerge (Clance, 1985).  Weir (2013) noted that most 
people experience self-doubt, but imposter phenomenon (IP) becomes an all-
encompassing fear of “being found out to not have what it takes” (p. 1).  Clark, 
Vardeman, and Barba (2014) defined IP as “an observed anxiety caused by an 
individual’s feelings of fraudulence, fear of being exposed as a fraud, and inability to 
internalize personal achievement” (p. 255) and their study of 352 librarians (74% female) 
found one in eight of their study sample within the profession of librarians faced IP.  
The propensity for adults to engage in lifelong learning has been linked to 
individuals with an open approach to intellectual experiences and a positive attitude 
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toward change (Bath & Smith, 2009).  Linder-Crow (2012) remarked, “we must think 
of continuing professional development as a way to connect learning and change” (p. 
371). 
Internal motivation for training enhances readiness to apply new knowledge and 
skills to work activities, referred to in the literature as training transfer (Burke & 
Hutchins, 2007).  Livneh and Livneh’s (1999) study suggested the importance of both 
internal and external motivators for continuing professional education.  Their sample of 
256 professionals, with a 51.2% response rate, found that self-motivated learning and 
external motivation were both predictive of the time spent undertaking professional 
development. 
In each profession, workplace requirements and practice standards dictate adults’ 
external motivation to learn.  Some of the earliest works considering continuing 
professional education identified that adults are often required to learn in one setting and 
then transfer and apply that knowledge to their workplace (Cervero & Wilson, 1998; 
Houle, 1989; Mott & Daley, 2000).  To further assess how professionals learn, Daley 
(1999) conducted a qualitative study to assess the variability of self-awareness between 
various learning stages of career progression ranging from novice to expert.  She found 
that “experts appear to have a well-developed awareness of their own learning 
processes…while novices did not seem to have an understanding of their own learning 
processes” (p. 133).  Her findings indicated a need for structured programming with 
defined competencies for those advancing in their professional career and provided a 
foundation for the value of certification and credentials to serve that need (Becker & 
Montgomery, 1995; Daley & Cervero, in press).  Adding additional commentary to the 
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discussions surrounding professionalism and lifelong learning, Frost (2001) reported, 
the “professions enter into a continuing process of dispute in terms of the legitimacy of 
their professional claims to expertise” (p. 9).  The professions manage the balance of 
maintaining current knowledge and relevant expertise to practice in the workplace and to 
the public. 
Neimeyer, Taylor, and Cox (2012) in a professional practice example noted, “to 
ensure the continuing competency of psychologists across their professional life span, the 
field relies heavily on a process of continuing professional development (CPD)” (p. 476).  
They studied 1,606 licensed psychologists regarding their CPD participation and 
perceptions, and their findings indicated that of ten types of possible learning activities, 
only 1.1% had elected to become credentialed as a specialist during the previous year.  
Self-directed learning was regarded as the “most significant contributor to ongoing 
professional competence” (p. 481). 
While considering that adults must take knowledge attained in continuing 
professional education programs, make meaning from that knowledge, and apply it to 
practice, Daley (2001) applied a constructivist framework for learning in professional 
practice across four professions and concluded that “new information learned in CPE 
programs was added to a professional’s knowledge through a complex process of 
thinking about, acting on, and identifying their feelings about new information” (p. 50).  
In the profession of psychology as an example, Linder-Crow (2012) suggested “a strong 
call for research, both to learn more about how professionals learn and to determine the 
effectiveness of continuing professional development (p. 373).  Frost (2001) 
recommended that “more specific research in each professional arena might lead to a 
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clearer understanding of professionalism” (p. 8).  Little known research has been 
conducted within the association management profession to assess professional adult 
learning pathways or to understand the value of certification. 
A debate exists about who is ultimately responsible for the ongoing education of 
professionals (Bath & Smith, 2009; Livneh & Livneh, 1999).  The Institute of Medicine 
(2009) reported: 
There are major flaws in the way continuing education is conducted, financed, 
regulated, and evaluated. Among various problems, health professionals and their 
employers tend to focus on meeting regulatory requirements rather than 
identifying personal knowledge gaps and finding programs to address them. (p. 1) 
  
Webster-Wright (2009) supported use of new terminology, continuing professional 
learning (CPL), rather than the traditional terms continuing education and professional 
development.  Her work and concepts attempted to remove any implication of a 
deficiency in knowledge or skill within the professional and viewed authentic 
professional learning as “complex, diverse and situated” in nature within the context of 
the workplace and application of knowledge (p. 14).  Webster-Wright’s model offered a 
counterpoint argument between the traditional concepts of mandatory continuing 
education requirements for competency versus voluntary certification programs, such as 
the certified association executive (CAE) credential referenced in this study. 
Mandatory continuing education models in the professions.  Boud and Hager 
(2012) remarked, “continuing professional development has turned from acts engaged in 
by professionals for their own satisfaction to a systematized and codified set of activities 
that has consequences for their…right to practice their profession” (p. 17).  As the 
concept and acceptance of professional adult learning was integrated with business 
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models, research began to explore the role learning played within job performance and 
assurance of professional competency.  Prier, McCue, and Behara (2010) concluded, the 
“professions tend to be driven by expertise that is grounded both theoretically and 
practically, which serves to provide distinct boundaries to the profession itself” (p. 513).  
Fertig et al. (2009) found that “employee skill-set certifications are likely to increase in 
prevalence and importance as workers become more mobile and as organizations 
increasingly recruit from distant locations and rely on services from little-known 
providers” (p. 217).  Theorists argue professional learning should focus on practice 
application and away from a quantified system of points or hours (Boud & Hager, 2012; 
Fenwick, 2009; Webster-Wright, 2009).  This work adds to the ongoing conversation 
within the literature comparing self-directed learning versus mandatory continuing 
education within the professions. 
The establishment of professional practice standards and competency domains 
provides a framework for mandatory continuing education within many fields.  
Assessment of this knowledge and skills competency serves as the basis for many 
certifications and credentialing programs.  The highest caliber of such certification 
programs requires rigorous assessment and extensive accreditation standards with 
certification agencies found at the local, state, and national levels (Thomas, 2014). 
In a recent longitudinal study, Miller (2013) followed the same cohort for 20 
years.  As the cohort members approached their 40
th
 birthdays, the findings revealed that 
32% were employed in a profession requiring a license dependent on continuing 
education and an additional 16% were employed in an occupation or profession requiring 
certification dependent on periodic continuing education.  The author expressed, “the 
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process of lifelong learning now reaches a larger portion of this generation [“X”] than 
any previous generation” (p. 2).  Fertig et al. (2009) identified concerns to consider and 
noted:  
Certifying bodies must strive continually to determine relevant standards and 
valid assessment procedures and not be content to see their procedures as a kind 
of initiation ritual, which requires effort and weeds out some applicants, but is 
little related to actual job performance. (p. 204) 
 
Summary.  It is important for the providers of continuing education to regularly 
update content, provide that content in practice-based settings relevant to the adult learner 
audience, and provide an opportunity to reward, recognize, and assess learning.  As 
adults obtain and maintain continued enjoyment in the learning process throughout their 
careers, education will continue to breed education and permeate the theory of andragogy 
in future generations.  Adult learning theory and participation in various models of 
continuing professional education are the ultimate goals within the professions and the 
workplace.  Whether self-directed or mandatory, adult learning competencies “both 
behavioral and technical are core, common and critical to a professional certification 
program” (Thomas, 2014, p. 75).  However, limited data are available to examine the 
value and impact of certification as a valued pathway to adult learning.   
Establishing Value in Certification and Credentialing 
There is a significant history to the concept of certification within the professions.  
This foundational development of a core body of knowledge within a shared profession 
established the creation of a practice base and formulated public trust within a group of 
educated individuals.  According to Greenwood (1957): 
There are five elements to all professions. The first considers the presence of 
systematic theory where professionals have a knowledge set that is based on 
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abstract principles, more so than operational procedures and skill sets, and thus 
must pursue an extensive formal education. The second element is provincial 
authority where professionals have significant control over the nature and extent 
of the services that they render, because they serve clients who are generally 
unable to judge the quality of those services. A third dimension of 
professionalization is community sanction whereby professionals are subject to 
licensure or certification that delineates varying degrees of occupational 
jurisdiction in accordance with criteria over which they have considerable 
influence. The fourth component is adherence to ethical codes that require 
faithfulness to standards of behavior that are explicit, systematic, binding, and 
public service oriented; prescribe collegial relations that are cooperative, 
equalitarian, and supportive; and are enforced by their associations. Fifth and 
finally, professions have a grounded culture with a career orientation that leads 
them to high personal involvement in their work and satisfaction from not only 
monetary rewards, but also symbols such as titles and awards. (p. 514) 
 
Since the late 1960s, professional and technical certification programs have been 
developing at a rapid rate.  Almost 20 years ago, Wiley (1995) reported, “There is now a 
certification program for nearly every professional or technical specialty in business” (p. 
271), and his research documented a significant list of benefits and drawbacks as a 
compare and contrast view to certification.  Benefits included mastery and recognition for 
the individual, better-qualified professionals for organizations, and codification for the 
profession.  Drawbacks included gatekeeping, costs, and no evidence of value (Wiley, 
1995).  Certification programs promoted the development of professional competencies 
as a primary goal.  Fifty-four percent of the associations studied by Bratton and 
Hildebrand (1980) revealed that the professional competencies of their members 
improved as a result of the associations' certification efforts.  Competencies, measured 
during the certification process, reflect (a) the skills of experienced practitioners as 
opposed to those of entry-level individuals and (b) the skills of professionals regardless 
of position, title, or academic degree (Gilley & Galbraith, 1986).  Hale (2000) offered a 
clear summary of the credentials concept and then a succinct comparison of the different 
  
33 
types of credentials, noting a credential is a designation, mark, or stamp given to a 
person, organization, or program that has satisfied a set of standards and that such 
credentials include education degrees, certifications, licenses, and accreditations.  She 
suggested all credentials are similar in that they are intended to qualify the recipient, 
control practice, and protect the public.  
Within the last decade, associations have begun to carefully analyze the value of 
certification programs from both a business model perspective as a revenue generator for 
the provider association as well as from the value proposition that the credential may 
create for the individual.  One study obtained surveys from employment recruiters within 
the safety industry and evaluated job advertisements in publications (Adams, Brauer, 
Karas, Bresnahan, & Murphy, 2004).  Their data indicated an employer preference for 
applicants holding certifications with 50% listing a certified safety professional (CSP) 
credential as required or preferred.  In addition, they reported an average salary $15,000 
higher than for those without the CSP credential.  Suarez (2010) expressed, “if credibility 
for leadership is based increasingly on business expertise, then management credentials 
should become widespread among leaders in the [nonprofit] sector” (p. 699).  Industry-
specific certifications identify preferred hiring qualifications and may be an indication of 
value by employers.  Between 2010 and 2012, the American Society for Association 
Executives career headquarters noted the job advertisements that preferred or required an 
association professional who possessed the CAE credential tripled (ASAE, 2014b).   
As the professions began to formally establish credentialing programs, critique 
and criticism of these programs began.  Collins (1979) addressed “credentialism” with 
concern that credentials among education professionals became prioritized to advance 
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careers over a focus on curriculum content (p. 201).  Economists have argued that 
certifications may cause barriers to employment.  For example, Weeden (2002) identified 
that licensing, credentialing, and certification tend to create an occupational closure.  By 
limiting the individuals that are qualified by holding a credential, those fewer individuals 
may drive up the pay scale to higher earnings.  Kleiner (2006) cited concerns that 
licensed credentials may restrict competition among professionals, which occurs when an 
unfair practice advantage is created for individuals who have the ability, access, and 
funding to obtain credentials but not for those who do not.  These varied perspectives 
have continued to frame a debate for over three decades by suggesting, “overemphasis on 
credentials can lead to their inflation and eventual devaluation in the marketplace” 
(Collins, 2007, p. 5).   
Fertig et al. (2009) offered another critical lens into professional certification.  
They established that a double-edged perspective was formed during certification and 
recommended credentials be gained for internalized, intrinsic reasons and value, not for 
external prestige, rewards, or influence.  They concluded, “those who approach 
certification for internalized reasons should be more willing to apply what they have 
learned to ever changing circumstances” (p. 209).    
Determining value.  A significant body of research was conducted over the past decade 
evaluating the value of certification within many professional practice disciplines 
(Bartlett, 2004; Killiam, 2013; Lung Jan Chan, 2009; Obsurn, 2011; Prier et al., 2010; 
Roberts, 2005).  The studies varied in method and intent but identified important 
variables for career value, career enhancement, and continued discussion on intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivators.  Certifications should consider the purpose to various stakeholders 
  
35 
when determining value, such as “the earner, the issuer, and the observer, (who) have 
roles to play in cultivating an ecosystem where ‘badges’ have value, and that value is 
communicated and clear to all involved” (Finkelstein, Knight & Manning, 2013, p. 17). 
Value proposition research can demonstrate tangible benefits of certification and 
credentialing (Knapp & Knapp, 2012; Muenzen, 2013).   
Roberts (2005) posited the question; do those who have attained the Certificate in 
Research Administration (CRA) perceive a benefit to their careers?  Surveying 230 
research administrators, he found that both certified and non-certified research 
administrators perceived some benefit to certification, with 85% of those certified and 
50% of those without certification, agreed that others more fully recognized their ability 
to perform their jobs.  Of those with certification, 79% believed they had gained prestige 
internally, and 70% believed they had gained prestige from outside their organization.  
However, the respondents noted the CRA certificate was “not making any difference in 
terms of increased job responsibilities, salary increases and promotion” (p. 107).  The 
latter finding is an important indication of why many administrators may not yet seek 
voluntary certification within this profession. 
The American Translators Association, founded in 1959, is the largest 
professional association of translators in the United States, with over 10,000 members in 
more than 80 countries.  Their first certification exam in 1973 produced 31 candidates.  
By 2009, the certification was attempted by 1,000 candidates annually, with the exam 
offered in 26 languages.  Lung Jan Chan (2009), basing research on a nonprobability 
convenience sample of 55 international translators, found 40% believed certification 
positively impacted their pay and work conditions.  The mixed methods study also 
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reviewed a corpus of 66 job advertisements from two sources.  The descriptive analysis 
did not make any inferences or generalizations but cited 70% of ads sought specialized 
translation skills.  “More striking and worrying is that among those companies providing 
translation and language services, translation certification was never mentioned as one of 
the requirements” (p. 122).  Hence, an apparent disconnect is indicated between the 
individual use, growth, and acceptance of certification that is not directly correlated in 
value by the employers who hire these skilled professionals. 
Prier et al. (2010) evaluated the perceived benefits for certification for public 
procurement practitioners.  They obtained online survey data from members of the seven 
charter procurement associations of the National Council of Public Procurement and 
Contracting.  Their sample produced a 5% response rate (n=1,746) of which 401 were 
members of more than one professional association.  Of the sample, 420 were already 
certified and of those, 75.5% (n=317) believed certification helped advance their careers.  
This study verified a perceived difference in the knowledge and skills certified 
practitioners accrue and demonstrated that those competencies appear to be understood 
by those involved in hiring employees. 
Credentialing studies are also completed to determine the potential value for a 
profession to establish a new or required certificate or license.  Osburn (2011) studied 
state certification requirements for K-12 education technology professionals and found 
that 28 (100%) of the responding state agencies required no current certification.  
Although no states required a credential or certification of any kind, 32 of the original 45-
person Delphi panel (74%) identified a common skill set model for the profession 
recommended to include administrative, management, instructional, and technical 
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competencies.  The top skill identified was the “ability to facilitate transition to a 21st 
century learning environment” (p. 86).  Evidence suggests requirements for certifications 
and credentialing programs must be agile and flexible to the current and future demands 
of a profession (Daley & Cervero, in press) and “occupational certification…and 
credentials send strong signals about workforce readiness” (Bartlett, 2004, p. 63).  Each 
profession can impact the value of their certification program through ongoing 
assessment, evaluation, and reporting. 
Association professionals have limited published research to currently support the 
value of the CAE certification program.  Prior to a study conducted in the 1990s, 
association management was considered “a soft profession with no codified body of 
knowledge” (Becker & Montgomery, 1995, p. 222).  The research report defined domains 
and subdomains of practice and provided the CAE commission with empirically based 
data to improve the certification process and exam.  By 2010, the CAE program earned 
accreditation from the National Commission for Certifying Agencies (ASAE, 2014b) and 
the program’s competency domains undergo review every five years.  One internal study 
conducted on the value of the CAE was completed by the ASAE Foundation (Killiam, 
2014) and the 1,964 responses determined the following: “very little is being offered to 
individuals to incentivize or reward the pursuit of professional credentials” (p. 5) and “the 
most important individual benefit to current CAEs is enhancing their knowledge of the 
association profession” (p. 12).  This limited research within the association 
professional’s community indicates the need for further and richer study. 
The Perceived Value of Certification Tool (PVCT)
©
.  The profession of nursing 
has been the most extensively evaluated in terms of application, perception, and value of 
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certification using a survey known as the PVCT
©
, due to the number of sub-specialty 
credentials offered.  The PVCT
© 
is currently copyrighted under the Competency and 
Credentialing Institute (CCI).  The tool was researched by Byrne, Valentine, and Carter 
(2004) and validated by Sechrist and Berlin (2006) to standardize its use and apply it to 
future research.  Since its creation, the tool has been utilized for numerous other 
certification studies within and beyond the nursing profession (American Board of 
Nursing Specialties, 2006; Byrne et al., 2004; Daniels, 2011; Davis, 2011; Haskins, 
Hnatiuk, & Yoder, 2011; Sechrist & Berlin, 2006).   
Byrne et al. (2004) were the first to conduct a study to implement and validate the 
PVCT
©
.  Their sample of operating room nurses (n=239, response rate=61%) tested the 
18 questions by assessing three groups: those certified, those not certified, and nurse 
managers by way of mailed surveys.  Ninety percent (90%) of all groups reported a sense 
of personal satisfaction and 90% of those certified, and managers of those with 
certification, related certification to knowledge, professional growth, and challenge.  
Although numerous intrinsic and extrinsic rewards were recorded in this study, 
respondents did not believe certification increased salary.  Factors prohibiting 
certification included cost of exam, cost to maintain, lack of institutional support, lack of 
institutional reward, lack of time to prepare for exam, and lack of access to preparation 
materials. 
Sechrist and Berlin (2006) performed an extensive psychometric analysis of the 
PCVT.  A survey was mailed to 1250 certified nurses, 2000 non-certified nurses, and 
1250 nurse administrators.  A response rate of 55.5% (n=2323) sampled 954 certified 
nurses, 675 non-certified nurses, and 694 administrators.  They concluded: 
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Overall, the PVCT
© 
is a valid and reliable tool to measure perceived value of 
certification. The PVCT
© 
is composed of two valid and reliable factors, intrinsic 
value of certification and extrinsic value of certification, which can be used as 
subscales. (p. 252) 
 
An additional report by Sechrist, Valentine, and Berlin (2006) cited the barriers to 
certification, including: (a) lack of institutional reward (42.6%), (b) cost of the 
certification examination (36.4%), and (c) lack of institutional support (30.5%).  Similar 
to Byrne’s (2004) findings, respondents did not agree with the statement, “certification 
increases salary” (p. 347).  The data suggest attainment of certification and lack of salary 
impact limit the perceived value of certification.  Organizations and certifying bodies 
have yet to align their professions; hence, the goals for obtaining and maintaining 
certification are not being achieved. 
Davis (2011) studied certification for orthopedic nurses utilizing the PCVT and 
determined high agreement with extrinsic factors of recognition by peers and employers.  
The focus group qualified that “orthopedic nurses seek certification to fulfill intrinsic 
rewards – personal achievement, professional challenge and validate their knowledge” (p. 
86).  However, they recommended that employers further support certification by 
removing the most obvious barrier – cost. 
Summary.  The growth of professional and technical certification programs is 
well documented.  Although counter-arguments related to credential inflation and 
exclusivity are noted, many studies have reported both intrinsic and extrinsic motivating 
factors related to the perceived value of certification in various professions.  The pursuit 
of a professional credential demonstrates a basic principle of self-directed learning within 
the adult learning theory. 
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Continuing education providers have an ongoing need to further assess and 
evaluate the obtainment and value of their professional certification programs.  The 
nursing profession has used the PVCT
©
 in numerous studies while other professions 
develop their own studies to research perceived value in those certified and noncertified 
as well as in other relevant stakeholders to the profession.  The potential relevance of 
certification and credentialing on the next generation of association executives is 
unknown and requires closer analysis. 
Literature Summation 
As a generation of leaders begins to retire over the next decade, a potential crisis 
exists to find qualified, capable, interested individuals who desire to lead nonprofit 
organizations as the association professionals of the future (Carman et al., 2010; Halpern, 
2006; Vetter, 2012).  As this leadership turnover proceeds, challenges to hire the next 
generation of association professionals may exist due to infrequent use of succession 
planning, lack of developing internal bench strength, and limited motivation to lead 
within young workers.  
As adults learn throughout their careers, they assess the value of learning by its 
application to their current needs and the potential the selected learning opportunity can 
offer for personal growth or career development (Livneh & Livneh, 1999).  When a body 
of knowledge is established within a profession, both voluntary and mandatory 
continuing professional education models can emerge.  One specific option within the 
lifelong learning pathway of many professions includes the pursuit of certification and 
credentialing to demonstrate advanced knowledge, skills, and abilities within a practice 
area (Thomas, 2014). 
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The decision to obtain a certification involves time, commitment to learning, 
and often a cost to the individual or employer.  Research has demonstrated that 
individuals seek credentials at various times in their careers for both internal and external 
motivation factors, including career enhancement, prestige, recognition, and salary (Lung 
Jan Chan, 2009; Roberts, 2005).  Due to the extensive number of specialty certifications 
within the nursing profession, the value of certification has been frequently studied and 
can serve as a model for other professions to evaluate their programs.  Studies utilizing 
the Perceived Value of Certification tool have demonstrated aspects of satisfaction but 
have also provided insights into factors that prohibit value, access, and support of 
credentialing programs (Byrne et al., 2004; Sechrist et al., 2006).  
Nonprofit organizations employ thousands of association professionals within 
California (Deitrick, 2014).  It is important to research the perceptions of individual 
development and lifelong learning goals of those who may aspire to positions of 
executive management and leadership to serve the nonprofit industry into the future.  As 
association professionals consider the value of obtaining the CAE credential, the study 
results may provide a deep, rich picture whereby a future employment crisis can be 
avoided due to the presence of well-trained individuals ready to serve their nonprofit 
communities of practice as exemplars and next generation leaders. 
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the perceived value and impact of 
certification for association professionals in preparing candidates to fill the approaching 
leadership gap within nonprofit organizations.  A mixed methods approach was 
implemented to seek insights regarding the perceived value of certification from 
association professionals in California.  The study, conducted at a statewide level, 
explored how this form of adult learning was perceived, as well as how it was applied in 
practice and how it was potentially impactful for career advancement.   
The study resulted in survey data that was analyzed to explore the perceived 
current and future value of holding or seeking an advanced credential from a broad 
audience of association professionals.  Interviews were conducted to identify specific 
perceptions of value by association professionals who have earned the CAE credential 
and explore how it had impacted their careers in nonprofit organizations.  
This study followed a convergent, parallel, mixed methods design (Creswell, 
2012), guided by the following questions: 
Q1 – What is the perceived value of certification among association executives 
working in nonprofit organizations? 
 
Q2 – How do association executives describe the benefits received from actively 
pursuing a certification?    
 
Q3 – How does being certified inform the association executive’s knowledge, 
skills, and competencies?  
 
This chapter is divided into four sections explaining the research methodology.  
The first section discusses the population and access to the study sample.  The second 
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section describes the survey research and interview methodology addressing the 
rationale and reasoning behind data collection and analysis.  The third section details the 
research methods describing the data collection strategy, timeline, and forms of analysis.  
The final section offers a discussion on ethical considerations identifying the measures 
that protected the rights of study participants. 
Research Design and Rationale 
The researcher used a mixed-methods design.  Quantitative data was collected 
with an online survey, the Perceived Value of Certification Tool (Sechrist & Berlin, 
2008).  Qualitative interviews provided supporting data.  Results were merged, treated 
with equal value, and analyzed to complement the value of both forms of research 
(Creswell, 2012).  The selected design was chosen to offer a broad yet richly, descriptive 
picture to examine and explore the perceptions about certification held by association 
professionals.  A mixed methods approach provided generalizability to the target 
population while revealing contextual information about the experiences of participants.  
In addition: 
Value proposition studies may involve a mixture of qualitative and quantitative 
data collection methods including surveys, interviews, focus groups and industry 
scans. The perceptions of numerous stakeholder groups —including candidates, 
certificants, employers, educators, consumers, and thought leaders — are sought. 
As members of the credentialing ecosystem, all these stakeholders contribute to 
the perceived value of a credential. (Muenzen, 2013, p. 1) 
 
The addition of a qualitative aspect to the quantitative survey allowed “a better grasp of 
the way in which narrative conventions fashion our sense of identity” (Gergen, 2013, p. 
70).  Hence, a combination of story from a social constructivist perspective emerged 
during data analysis.  
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Site and Population 
Population Description 
ASAE, the parent organization, represents more than 21,462 associations and 
industry members drawn from 8,847 organizations. Members lead trade associations, 
individual membership societies, and voluntary organizations across the United States 
and in nearly 50 countries around the world.  Of the total membership, approximately 
48% were chief executive officers (ASAE, 2013).  At the time of this study, there were 
4,124 individuals who held the CAE credential (ASAE, 2015).  
Site Description 
The California Society of Association Executives (CalSAE) is based in Roseville, 
California and serves a statewide membership of over 1,400 individuals working within 
hundreds of organizations throughout the state.  The organization offers two membership 
categories: association professionals and industry partners.  This study was specific to the 
first category, composed of 588 association professionals, including 112 who held the 
CAE credential at the time of this study.   
Creswell (2012) noted that narrowing a population by filtering based on selected 
criteria yields a target population.  The quantitative survey was sent to all 588 association 
professionals, including the 112 who currently held the CAE credential.  Qualitative 
interviews were conducted with 11 participants from the 112 already holding the CAE 
credential using purposeful, homogeneous sampling that “occurs when the researcher 
purposefully samples individuals based on membership in a subgroup that has defining 
characteristics” (Creswell, 2012, p. 208). The population used for the study was accessed 
through the CalSAE membership database with permission.   
  
45 
Site Access 
Because the data collection method involved the use of both interviews and a 
survey instrument, access to the membership database and listserv was required.  The 
researcher was an active member within the ASAE and the CalSAE.  Although members 
were permitted to utilize the communication boards for survey data collection, the 
researcher received written permission from the President and CEO of CalSAE to utilize 
the membership information.  The organization understood that respondent data would be 
anonymous and the research would be reported as results in aggregate form.   
Research Methods 
Within this convergent, parallel mixed methods study, both data sets were 
collected concurrently and equal priority was given to both the quantitative and 
qualitative portions of the data (Creswell, 2012).  The study used a previously developed 
quantitative tool – PVCT© – with permission from CCI. The survey asked participants to 
describe perceptions on the value of certification.  Descriptive statistics, frequency tables, 
and t-test were performed.  The quantitative survey data was compared to the qualitative 
interview responses to determine if the two databases yielded similar or dissimilar results.  
The selected approach provided design strength by combining qualitative data for 
generalizability with qualitative data that offers context and setting (Creswell, 2012, p. 
542).  The quantitative survey data set was supported with rich descriptions that arose 
from the intersection of the interviews. 
Description of Method Used 
This mixed methods study follows a convergent, parallel process.  This section 
describes the quantitative survey with a description of the instrument, outlines participant 
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selection, defines the identification and invitation process for participation, and 
outlines the data collection timeline. 
Survey.  The researcher used a pre-designed, validated questionnaire tool called 
the PVCT
©
 with written permission (see Appendix A).  Creswell (2012) suggested one 
“should first consider whether a survey instrument is available to measure the variables” 
(p. 395).  The PVCT
© 
had been used in 17 studies since 2003, with a total of more than 
25,000 respondents.  Sechrist and Berlin (2006) found Cronbach’s alpha was .94 as a 
measure of reliability.  Discriminant validity of the instrument is supported by its ability 
to detect an expected difference in the perceived value of certification between certified 
and non-certified subjects (Weis, 2013). 
Instrument description.  Data collection involved the use of an 18-item research 
instrument composed of 5-point Likert-type scale questions.  Question responses ranged 
from strongly agree to strongly disagree and no opinion.  Respondents were asked to 
answer questions related to their personal perceptions of professional certification.  Five 
additional demographic questions were included to categorize the anonymous study 
subjects. 
Participant selection.  The membership of CalSAE was comprised of 
approximately 1,400 total members. Within the total possible population, there were 588 
members categorized as association professionals who were requested to participate in 
this study.   
Identification and invitation.  The sample population of 588 association 
professionals was identified using the CalSAE membership database and they received an 
invitation to participate by direct email.  Each potential participant was sent an 
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introductory message (see Appendix B) from the researcher and CalSAE with the link 
to the survey, including the Perceived Value of Certification Tool research instrument 
(see Appendix C) in accordance with the timetable presented in Table 1.  The 
introductory email message described the purpose of the study, anticipated value to the 
nonprofit community, anonymity protections, survey completion time, and survey 
submission deadline.  The email message was sent three times to the 588 association 
professionals.  The first message included an invitation to participate, the second was a 
reminder to participate if members had not already completed the survey, and the third 
asked for participation prior to the closing date of the study.   
In addition to the series of personal email messages sent by CalSAE on behalf of 
the researcher by utilizing the membership database, the researcher also promoted study 
participation within the association professionals’ listserv community.  The listserv was 
accessible only to CalSAE members and marketing through its use provided additional 
opportunity to draw interest and participation to the study.  
Data collection.  The quantitative data collection occurred over a three-week time 
period.  A notice of consent was provided on the initial web page screen and those 
association professionals willing to participate responded affirmatively by submitting the 
online survey.  Two additional reminder messages were issued electronically to the 
membership database to encourage high return rates for the quantitative section of the 
study.  Online survey software was used for data collection.   
Interviews.  This section describes the qualitative segment of the mixed methods 
study design by providing a description of the interview questions, an overview of the 
modified participant selection process, the identification and invitation process for 
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participation, and the data collection timeline.  While the investigator used specific 
questions prepared in advance, the approach used a semi-structured interview to promote 
participant authenticity, candor, and openness.  Interviews were conducted with a 
purposeful sample of 11 association professionals who currently held the CAE credential.  
Probing questions were added during the interview to ensure a deep, rich understanding 
of the lived experiences of the participants.  Cheetham and Chivers (2001) described the 
“construction of knowledge is very much an individual process and that different learners 
find their own way of making sense in the world” (p. 254).  Each interview segment of 
the mixed methods lasted 30 to 45 minutes in length and explored the sense making of 
how the CAE earners apply their knowledge to practice. 
Instrument description.  Open-ended questions aligned with the survey framed 
the interviews (see Appendix D).  Each question was designed to elicit responses related 
to the value of certification during the career pathway of a CAE.  
Participant selection.  As the convergent, parallel phase of the mixed methods 
study, qualitative interviews were conducted using a homogeneous, purposeful sample of 
11 individuals to capture deeper understanding into the perspectives of association 
professionals who currently hold certification.  The 11 participants were selected from 
the 112 members listed who hold the CAE credential within the CalSAE membership 
database.  Due to the limited knowledge of the value of the CAE (Killiam, 2013), it was 
thought that the qualitative portion of this study might offer new insights into the 
perceived value of certification and its impact, if any, in professional adult learning and 
career progression within nonprofit associations.  
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Identification and invitation.  Using the CalSAE membership database, those 
who currently held the CAE credential were contacted by the researcher, by email, to 
request participation volunteers for the qualitative component of the study.  These emails 
were sent during the survey solicitation to the broad membership of CalSAE association 
professionals. For those CAE’s who responded to the email query indicating a possible 
interest, a follow-up phone conversation allowed the researcher to review the study 
interview design in detail and explain the consent process.  The phone communication 
addressed the intent of the study and assured professional anonymity in the written 
interview transcription as well as in the final study summary.  Participation in the 
interviews was described as strictly voluntary and withdrawal from the study would not 
result in any consequence to the participant.  The purposeful sample of 11 individuals 
was selected on a first come, first included basis composed of three chief executive 
officers/executive directors, three senior directors/vice presidents, and five directors who 
contributed to a broad view of the experience as an association professional. 
Data collection.  Because of the statewide breadth of the study, the majority of 
participants were interviewed in person.  A few of the interviews were conducted by 
using ZOOM.us, a video teleconferencing service that allowed for both audio and video 
recording of conversations.  Participants were provided with a printed or emailed version 
of the study consent form that was reviewed in detail prior to commencing the interview 
and a signed copy of the consent form was obtained from each participant.  Each 
interview segment of the mixed methods lasted 30 to 45 minutes in length and explored 
the sense making of how the CAE earners apply their knowledge to practice. During the 
interviews, an audio recording was gathered with two devices (an iPad and a digital 
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recorder) to enable further detailed review and transcription.  In addition, notes were 
captured during the interview process to document the non-verbal responses of the 
subjects.  The researcher obtained transcriptions of the responses of each interview 
session verbatim and then compiled, codified, and analyzed the data. 
Data Analysis Procedures 
For the quantitative segment of this mixed methods study, descriptive statistics 
were performed using frequency distributions and percentages. Ravid (2011) noted, 
“descriptive studies simply describe phenomena” (p. 15).  Frequency distributions and 
percentages, including organizing and graphing the data, were used to identify patterns of 
response.  Self-reported career categories were compared in the resulting value of 
certification.  Based on the number of final survey participants, differences between 
certification participant groups were compared utilizing the t-test, an inferential statistic.  
The data obtained was analyzed and interpreted in relation to the theoretical frameworks 
described in Chapter 2.  
For the qualitative segment of the study, interviews were utilized.  Auerbach and 
Silverstein (2003) reported, “the best way to learn about people’s subjective experience is 
to ask them about it and then listen carefully to what they say” (p. 23). Upon completion 
of the 11 qualitative interviews, the data was thoroughly transcribed.  By utilizing the 
transcription notes and listening to the interview recordings multiple times, the researcher 
codified the data in twelve codes to build deeper descriptions.  Interviews averaged 52 to 
170 codes each, for a total of 1,072 codes.  These codes were then used to identify 
emerging themes by way of an inductive approach to “in vivo” coding that provided 
“imagery, symbols, and metaphors for rich category, theme and concept development” 
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(Saldana, 2013, p. 94).  Qualitative data analysis software was utilized for building 
categories of relevant text, repeating ideas, and themes in order to organize the interview 
results. 
Utilizing both data sets, the researcher provided a justifiable analysis by applying 
transparency, communicability, and coherence (Auerback & Silverstein, 2003). 
Transparency was developed in Chapter 4 by detailing the steps by which the data 
interpretation was achieved.  For the data to be communicable to the nonprofit 
community and other researchers, the themes and constructs formed, through an 
inductive approach, were clearly described by using the words and the survey responses 
of the participants.  Finally, a coherent story was created from the data to “fit into an 
organized, theoretical narrative” (p. 85).  The results explored how the association 
professionals’ perceptions of certification and the possible impacts of it on careers of 
those who have earned the CAE were interconnected or divergent.   
Stages of Data Collection 
 Table 1 offered the planned timeline for this study. While specific dates were 
adjusted as the study proceeded, this representation provided an overview of specific 
activities that were conducted. 
  
  
52 
Table 1 
Study Timeline 
Action Date/Activity Date/Activity 
Committee review 
and approval 
October 2014  
IRB review and 
approval 
November 2014  
Survey  December 2014 – January 2015 January – March 2015 
 Utilize CalSAE membership 
database to request anonymous 
participation in online survey.  
Triple communication approach – 
1
st
 request, 2
nd
 reminder to 
participate, 3
rd
 last call before 
study data gathering ends 
Assess quantitative data 
with descriptive data. 
Consider final 
participation rate and 
possibility of correlational 
significance. 
Interviews December 2014 – February 2015 December 2014 – March 
2015 
 Contact CAEs within California to 
solicit participation in the study 
interviews.  Conduct 11 interviews 
of association professionals. 
Interview data is 
transcribed, coded, 
bracketed, themed and 
compared 
Chapters 4 and 5 March – April 2015 
Draft, review, update, confirm 
 
Celebration April 2015  
 
Ethical Considerations 
Multiple precautions were utilized to protect the privacy rights of those who 
participate in this study.  The research study was reviewed and approved by the Drexel 
University Office of Research through the IRB process to ensure there is no threat of 
harm to the human study participants.  In addition, the CalSAE President and CEO 
sanctioned permission to use the membership database as the population sample and site, 
and the CCI Director of Education and Credentialing sanctioned the use of the research 
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tool.  Each study participant was notified about the purpose of the survey and 
anonymity safeguards prior to solicitation of a response to participate.  The study 
population was informed that their participation was voluntary and that they could 
discontinue the process at any time during the data collection without consequence.  A 
formal consent form is included (see Appendix E). 
The researcher sought to protect the anonymity of respondents by designing the 
interviews to use pseudonyms for the subject and their respective organizations.  The 
same pseudonym was used on the researcher’s notes and for identification on the 
interview transcripts.  All data was maintained on password protected, secure flash drives 
and stored at Drexel University for the time mandated by the IRB policy. 
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Chapter 4: Findings, Results, and Interpretations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this mixed methods study was to investigate the perceived value 
and impact of certification for association professionals in preparation as candidates to 
fill the approaching leadership gap within nonprofit organizations.  It is hoped the 
insights obtained from this study may inform organizations as they create pathways for 
leadership development and succession planning, as well as informing individuals 
seeking career advancement within nonprofit organizations. 
The research questions that guided this mixed methods study were: 
Q1 – What is the perceived value of certification among association professionals 
working in nonprofit organizations? 
 
Q2 – How do association professionals describe the benefits received from 
actively pursuing a certification?    
 
Q3 – How does being certified inform the association professional’s knowledge, 
skills, and competencies?  
 
Findings 
Findings from this mixed methods study are presented from the parallel data 
collection methods – survey and interviews.  The first section describes the findings from 
a survey conducted with the members of the California Society of Association Executives 
(CalSAE), and the second section is analyzed data that emerged from interviews with 
leaders from the same membership.  An interpretation of the findings is presented and 
discussed in light of the research reviewed in Chapter 2. 
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Survey 
The survey was composed of demographic questions and the PVCT
©
, an 
instrument with prior validity and reliability measures.  The survey was distributed by 
email to a sample population of 588 association professionals from the membership 
database of CalSAE.  The survey invitation was sent three times and remained open for 
four weeks.  A response rate of 23.8% was achieved with 140 surveys returned.  Due to 
the anonymity of the survey, no follow-up was conducted with members who did not 
participate in the study.   
The response population described in Table 2 consisted of 72.1% females and 
25.0% males.  This survey sample population well represented the gender make-up of the 
current CalSAE membership category of association professionals, which is composed of 
71% females and 29% males. 
Table 2 
Survey Demographics 
 
 
 
 
 
In Table 3, CAE status by level of employment demonstrated that similarities 
exist at the CEO-level and the VP-level, with about half having the CAE.  In contrast, the 
CAE was rare among manager/professionals (only 1 in 23 had the CAE).  The 
administrative, unemployed, and declined to answer did not show a large enough sample 
 Gender 
Female 101  (72.1%) 
Male 35  (25.0%) 
Other 1    (0.7%) 
Prefer not to answer 2    (1.5%) 
No response 1    (0.7%) 
Total 140   (100%) 
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to be meaningful.  The survey descriptors selected to identify employment title 
included a majority from senior leadership.  The sample also reflected a population of 
highly educated professionals. 
 
Table 3 
CAE Status by Level of Employment 
Current Employment 
Yes, currently hold 
the CAE 
No, do not hold 
the CAE 
Total (%) 
CEO / Executive Director 41  36  77 (55.8%) 
VP/Senior Director 16  16  32 (23.2%) 
Manager or Professional Staff 1  22 23 (16.7%) 
Administrative Staff 1 2 3  (2.2%) 
Not presently employed 1 0 1  (0.7%) 
Prefer not to answer 2 0 2  (1.5%) 
No response 0 0 * 
Total 62 76 138 
*no response = 2 
 
More than forty-five percent (45.7%) of total respondents currently held the 
certified association executive (CAE) credential (n=64).  Table 4 provides data that 
demonstrate CAE obtainment related to the participant’s highest level of education.   
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Table 4 
 
CAE Status by Education Level 
 
Highest Level of Education 
Yes, currently hold 
the CAE 
No, do not hold 
the CAE 
Total (%) 
Master’s or Doctoral Degree 26  19  45 (32.2%) 
Bachelor’s Degree 27 39  66 (47.1%) 
Less than Bachelor’s 11  18 29 (20.7%) 
Total (%) 64 (45.7%) 76 (54.3%) 140 (100%) 
 
Data in Table 5 reflects interest in pursuing the CAE, for those not presently 
certified, at each educational level.  Of the 76 individuals that did not currently hold the 
CAE, 59.5% (n=44) expressed interest in working toward this credential, while 40.5% 
(n=30) expressed no current interest in pursuing the credential.  Two of the 76 had held 
the CAE credential in the past but no longer pursued the mandatory continuing education 
hours to maintain it.   
Table 5 
Interest in obtaining CAE by education level of Non-certified Association Professionals 
Highest Level of Education 
Yes, interest in 
working towards 
the CAE 
No, interest to 
pursue the CAE 
Total 
Master’s or Doctoral Degree 11 8 19   
Bachelor’s Degree 18 19 37 * 
Less than Bachelor’s 15 3 18 
Total (%) 44 (59.5%) 30 (40.5%) 74 * 
 
*Of noncertified, n= 76, two no longer maintain the CAE credential requirement 
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The PVCT
©,
 described in detail in Chapter 3, offered 18 items that seek 
insights into both intrinsic and extrinsic motivations and values related to certification.  
Data are presented for all participants (see Table 6) and comparisons are also provided 
between those currently holding the CAE and those not currently certified (see Figure 2). 
 
Table 6  
PCVT © Results for California Association Professionals (N=140) 
Below are statements that relate to perceived value of certification: 
 
Strongly 
Agree 
Agree Disagree 
Strongly 
Disagree 
No 
Opinion 
1. Validates specialized knowledge 37.85% 54.28% 5.71% 0.00% 2.14% 
2. Indicates level of competence 30.00% 52.85% 12.85% 2.14% 2.14% 
3. Indicates attainment of a practice standard 38.57% 52.14% 5.00% 0.71% 3.57% 
4. Enhances professional credibility 47.85% 42.85% 7.85% 0.00% 1.42% 
5. Promotes recognition from peers 40.00% 49.28% 8.57% 0.00% 2.14% 
6. Promotes recognition from other professionals 24.28% 55.00% 12.14% 2.14% 6.42% 
7. Promotes recognition from employers 30.00% 51.42% 11.42% 0.00% 7.14% 
8. Increases consumer confidence 11.42% 37.14% 25.71% 2.85% 22.85% 
9. Enhances feelings of personal accomplishment 54.28% 38.57% 2.14% 0.71% 4.28% 
10. Enhances personal confidence in abilities 40.71% 44.28% 7.14% 0.71% 7.14% 
11. Provides personal satisfaction 52.85% 40.71% 2.14% 0.71% 3.57% 
12. Provides professional challenge 50.71% 37.85% 5.71% 0.71% 5.00% 
13. Enhances professional autonomy 20.71% 41.42% 16.42% 1.42% 20.00% 
14. Indicates professional growth 45.00% 50.00% 1.42% 1.42% 2.14% 
15. Provides evidence of professional commitment 51.42% 38.57% 5.71% 1.42% 2.85% 
16. Provides evidence of accountability 24.28% 40.00% 23.57% 2.85% 9.28% 
17. Increases marketability 34.28% 53.57% 6.42% 0.00% 5.71% 
18. Increases salary 12.85% 35.71% 30.00% 0.00% 21.42% 
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Twelve of the eighteen items were rated 80% or higher for strongly agree/agree.  The 
item of strongest disagreement was “increases salary.”  For all 18 items, 3% or fewer 
strongly disagreed with any item. 
Table 7 describes the level of agreement (strongly agree/agree) with each item 
statement.  Drawing on prior item grouping established by Haskins et al. (2011), 
statements are assigned to one of two categories—intrinsic motivators and extrinsic 
motivators—and presented in strength order of agreement for each grouping. 
 
Table 7 
 
PVCT
©
 Intrinsic and Extrinsic Value Statements compared by Certification Status 
 
 
 
 
Percentage of 
Total Responses 
(N=140) who 
Strongly 
Agree/Agree 
(a) 
Percentage of 
CAE (n=64) 
responses who 
Strongly 
Agree/Agree 
(b) 
Percentage of 
non-CAE (n=76) 
responses who 
Strongly 
Agree/Agree 
(c) 
Percentage 
of Total with 
No Opinion, 
if > 5% 
(d) 
Intrinsic Factors     
Indicates professional growth  95.0% 98.4% 92.1%  
Provides personal satisfaction  93.6% 95.3% 92.1%  
Enhances feelings of personal 
accomplishment  
92.9% 96.9% 89.5%  
Validates specialized knowledge  92.1% 96.9% 88.2%  
Indicates attainment of a practice standard  90.7% 92.1% 89.5%  
Enhances professional credibility  90.7% 96.9% 85.5%  
Provides evidence of professional 
commitment  
90.0% 93.8% 86.8%  
Provides professional challenge  88.6% 92.2% 85.5%  
Enhances personal confidence in abilities  85.0% 90.6% 80.3% 7.1% 
Indicates level of competence  82.9% 84.4% 81.6%  
Provides evidence of accountability  64.3% 76.6% 53.9% 9.3% 
Enhances professional autonomy  62.1% 68.8% 56.6% 20.0% 
     
Extrinsic Factors     
Promotes recognition from peers  89.3% 95.3% 84.2%  
Increases marketability  87.9% 93.8% 82.9%  
Promotes recognition from employers 81.4% 84.4% 78.9%  
Promotes recognition from other 
professionals 
79.3% 83.8% 76.3% 6.4% 
Increases salary 48.6% 54.7% 43.4% 21.4% 
Increases consumer confidence 48.5% 48.4% 48.7% 22.9% 
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Data are first displayed by the total respondent population (column a), then by 
percentage of responses for those who hold the CAE (column b), and then for those who 
do not hold the CAE (column c).  The highest rated item by overall total participants 
within the intrinsic category was “indicates professional growth” with 95% (also rated 
highest for CAEs at 98.4% and non-CAEs at 92.1%).  The highest rated extrinsic item by 
total participants was “promotes recognition from peers” with 89.3% (rated highest for 
CAEs at 95.3% and non-CAEs at 84.2%).  The lowest rated intrinsic items were 
“evidence of accountability” and “enhances professional autonomy.”  The lowest rated 
extrinsic items of perceived value were “increases salary” with 21.4% of the total holding 
no opinion and “increases consumer confidence” with 22.9% indicating no opinion.  
Figure 2 provides an overarching view of the mean rated items for the PVCT
©
 as 
a visual comparison between those with CAEs and those who do not hold certification.  
For this study, as done in past research, the following scores were calculated to determine 
the mean score from the Likert scale: no opinion = 0, strongly disagree =1, disagree =2, 
agree =3, and strongly agree =4. 
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Figure 2. Mean PVCT
© 
item rating by CAE status. 
 
Overall, the highest-rated items were found to be intrinsic motivators, item 9 
(enhances feelings of personal accomplishment) and item 11 (provides personal 
satisfaction).  From those who hold certification, the four highest-rated items were 
“enhances feelings of personal accomplishment” with a mean score of 3.688, “provides 
personal satisfaction” with a 3.682, and “provides evidence of professional commitment” 
and “enhances professional credibility” both with a mean of 3.641.  In this California 
sample of certified association executives, the two lowest-rated items were “increases 
consumer confidence” with a mean of 2.905 and “increases salary” scoring 2.859.  Table 
8 presents t test, means, and standard deviation information comparing the responses to 
the 18 items in the PVCT
©
. 
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Table 8 
PVCT
© 
Survey T Test, Means and Standard Deviations 
 CAE credential 
 Yes, do currently 
hold (n=64) 
No, do not  
currently hold (n=76)  
  
 Mean Std Mean Std Difference† p value†† 
1. Validates specialized knowledge 3.48 0.56 3.18 0.56 0.31 0.002** 
2. Indicates level of competence 3.30 0.77 2.98 0.62 0.32 0.009** 
3. Indicates attainment of a practice standard 3.41 0.68 3.24 0.53 0.17 0.111 
4. Enhances professional credibility 3.64 0.55 3.19 0.63 0.45 <.001** 
5. Promotes recognition from peers 3.50 0.59 3.16 0.61 0.34 0.001** 
6. Promotes recognition from other professionals 3.25 0.63 2.95 0.67 0.31 0.006** 
7. Promotes recognition from employers 3.27 0.63 3.12 0.61 0.16 0.139 
8. Increases consumer confidence 2.91 0.77 2.78 0.63 0.12 0.301 
9. Enhances feelings of personal accomplishment 3.69 0.59 3.32 0.57 0.36 <.001** 
10. Enhances personal confidence in abilities 3.49 0.67 3.15 0.60 0.34 0.002** 
11. Provides personal satisfaction 3.68 0.60 3.31 0.55 0.37 <.001** 
12. Provides professional challenge 3.62 0.66 3.25 0.61 0.37 <.001** 
13. Enhances professional autonomy 3.04 0.75 3.01 0.62 0.03 0.826 
14. Indicates professional growth 3.58 0.59 3.25 0.59 0.33 0.001** 
15. Provides evidence of professional commitment 3.64 0.68 3.24 0.64 0.40 <.001** 
16. Provides evidence of accountability 3.13 0.83 2.81 0.71 0.32 0.017* 
17. Increases marketability 3.45 0.55 3.14 0.56 0.31 0.001** 
18. Increases salary 2.86 0.72 2.84 0.63 0.02 0.866 
† Note: slight discrepancies possible due to rounding.  †† p values from t tests for difference of means.  Recoded no option. 
* p < 0.05    ** p < 0.01       
 
The comparison was determined when assessing mean scores between those 
association professionals who do and do not currently hold the CAE credential.  Using t-
test comparisons, differences were not significant between: (a) those with and without 
interest in working toward the CAE credential, (b) between genders, (c) between levels of 
employment, and (d) between levels of education.  As shown in Table 8, one statement—
“provides evidence of accountability”—was found to have a p value of 0.017, which can 
be considered at a significance level of 0.05 between those who do and do not currently 
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hold the CAE credential.  Twelve of the eighteen total items (1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 9, 10, 11, 12, 
14, 15, and 17) were found to differ significantly, at a p value less than 0.01, with respect 
to CAE status.  In each case, those who currently hold the CAE have a higher mean 
response than those who do not currently hold the CAE.  In other words, the perceived 
value of CAE is higher among those who currently hold the CAE.  These differences in 
mean values, among statistically significant items, range from 0.31 for item 1, “validates 
specialized knowledge,” to 0.45 for item 4, “enhances professional credibility.” 
Those with CAE consistently perceived the value of certification as higher even 
among the items not found to differ significantly.  The differences, although not 
significant, also extended to those with interest in pursuing CAE.  Those certified were 
found to have a significantly higher perceived value as reported in 12 items.   
The next section presents data that emerged from coding and analysis of 11 
interview transcripts conducted as parallel research to the quantitative data collection.  
Themes and findings are first presented and then results are discussed and interpreted in 
light of prior research.  A summary section integrates related findings from both the 
survey and interviews. 
Interviews 
Participants involved in the qualitative interviews included 11 association 
professionals working within nonprofit associations located in California.  Each subject 
held an active Certified Association Executive (CAE) credential at the time of the 
interview.  Subjects had been invited to participate in the study’s survey and may also 
have participated in that dataset.  Interview participants, described in Table 9, were 
identified through purposeful sampling utilizing the membership database of CalSAE; 
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invited by an email to participate in the interview; and selected on a first-come, first 
accepted basis to respond.   
 
Table 9 
Participant Demographics 
Participant Current Title Gender Interview 
Conducted 
P1 Vice President Male In person 
P2 Director  Female In person 
P3 Chief Operations Officer Female In person 
P4 Director of Operations Female In person 
P5 Chief Executive Officer Male In person 
P6 Director  Female Virtual 
P7 Director Female Virtual 
P8 Deputy Executive Director Female Virtual 
P9 Director Female Virtual 
P10 Executive Director Male Virtual 
P11 Chief Executive Officer Male In person 
 
 
 
Data was obtained from a single, semi-structured interview with each individual 
participant.  Interviews were conducted at a mutually convenient location; and for those 
at a distance (more than 90 miles) by using Zoom videoconferencing, a web application 
that allowed both verbal and visual interaction.  Interviews lasted between 30 and 45 
minutes and were recorded using two devices, a digital voice recorder and an iPad mobile 
application.  The interviews were transcribed by a transcriptionist.  Transcription reports 
were carefully reviewed by the researcher by doing an initial reading in concert with the 
audio recordings and adding researcher notes.  Interviews were then coded manually 
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using in Vivo coding to identify categories, and eventually themes with Dedoose, an 
online coding software, to support the researcher’s analysis.  
Emerging from the coding and analysis were five major themes.  These included: 
(a) association executive – an accidental profession, (b) a quest for challenge and growth, 
(c) admission of fear, (d) motivation for certification, and (e) certification value 
perceptions.  Each theme is discussed in detail and supported through the inclusion of 
sub-themes depicted in Figure 3. 
 
Figure 3. Finding themes and sub-findings. 
 
Finding one: The association executive – an accidental profession.  
Participants shared detailed stories about their career path and their development as 
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association professionals as they gravitated to becoming a Certified Association 
Executive (CAE).  Varied in their education and work experiences, none of the 11 began 
their employment with a conscious goal to pursue a career within nonprofit association 
management.  When exploring the journey to becoming an association professional, P1 
reported, “coming out of school, I had no idea I would become one…I just happened into 
it.”  P2 described entry into the field by answering a blind ad.  P4 reflected, “I fell into it.  
I did not choose it.  It chose me” as did P10 who “got here by accident, really.”  P5 
remarked, “for a lot of people, associations are not a chosen career – it is a career that 
they stumble upon.”  While struggling to explain, P9 said, “it kind of happened before I 
knew it was happening.”  Only one participant identified any formal higher education 
coursework within nonprofit management and described that this was done after already 
being employed at a nonprofit organization, not as preparation to enter the profession. 
Employment to career.  At some point, each participant began to identify him or 
herself as a leader in association management.  They each described a self-realization 
process for defining what they desired in their life’s work.  P9 recounted: 
This seemed like the kind of place that I could flourish in a career while also 
maintaining a life balance that was going to be important for me for entering into 
parenthood…if you instill in people from the get-go to take ownership of what 
they do and to learn everything they can and, oh, by the way, where do you see 
yourself?  Did you know that this is actually –there are career paths in this? 
  
During their journeys, participants gained both understanding and respect for nonprofit 
management as a profession and sought opportunities and missions in service to the 
profession, “I knew that I enjoyed working for an organization with a mission rather than 
just to make money.  I learned about the [organization], the more I learned about the 
work that they do, the more interested I became” (P10). 
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Self-realization.  Several participants described their search and exploration for 
more fulfillment in their employment.  P1 detailed: 
My first job out of school was at a movie theater.  And it was because I liked 
movies and it was a managerial position.  It required a college education.  I did it, 
and I tell you; I lasted about three months…and it became such a repetitive job.  
You took inventory.  You took tickets.  You counted the money.  I went through 
management training and they taught me, you know, the ratios of powdered 
cheese to water.  And, I kept thinking, man, I just want to do something more than 
this.  
 And, you know, something monumental happened where they sent us to a 
really bad part of town and to this theater that was in a rough part of town, and I 
saw someone get stabbed and died right in front of me in front of a bullet proof 
vest.  And I turned to my manager trainer and I said I'm giving my two-week 
notice. 
I went back to my school and talked to my counselor.  I said I don't know 
what I want to do.  And she said, well, let's look at your degree and let's talk for a 
little bit.  And she said go apply for this internship at this organization downtown, 
and it turned out to be a trade association. 
 
P3 stated, “It’s not just about making money at the end of the day.”  P7 noted, “I 
was looking for something that had the same skill set, that had putting people, places and 
things together for an organization, and that ended up being nonprofit management.”  P8 
depicted her desire to seek more than just a job, “wanting to give back in certain areas, a 
lot of people want to feel like they’re doing something to benefit the community.” 
Identification within a profession.  Forming a professional identity was described 
as a process of strength finding and gaining guidance from others.  The strength-finding 
process was described in participant responses through both positive and negative 
reflections.  A clear understanding of the requisite skill set that is desired in nonprofit 
leaders became apparent to participants when they found those skills within themselves 
and when they were recognized and rewarded by others in the profession.  P9 offered: 
It really fits my strengths and interests…I can communicate both in the written 
word and verbally.  I love interacting with people.  I like starting an idea and 
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working either by myself or with groups of people to take that idea, wherever it 
leads to fruition, and kind of juggle a lot of different things all at once.  But, first 
and foremost, being very people oriented, and the association world pretty much 
is that in a nutshell. 
 
P1 similarly expressed, “I enjoyed the people.  I enjoyed the types of work I got to 
do.  I got to do a lot of fun things;” and P10 noted, “I enjoyed working for an 
organization with a mission…the more I learned about the work that they do, the more 
interested I became.”  P3 concluded with “I just realized that I really liked the work and I 
never left the profession.”  The use of descriptive words such as “enjoy, like, and love” as 
they related to work and career framed this theme.  The self-realization of fitting in and 
contributing to an organization and profession appeared to be important to these 
participants. 
Summary.  Participants entered their jobs in nonprofit management from a variety 
of entry points with no distinct degree in the field.  Many felt they just happened into this 
career pathway.  Over time, one of the benefits described along the way to the pursuit of 
certification was how the participants found their work to be fulfilling and began to 
identify themselves within the community of association professionals.  This professional 
identify established a foundation to inform their knowledge, skills and competencies in 
nonprofit management.   
Finding two: The quest for challenge and growth.  Participants identified a 
quest for challenge and growth as they described their journey of becoming an 
association professional and nonprofit leader.   
Mentors and sponsors.  P11 reported how, when guided by a life mentor, he 
accepted an opportunity and career challenge within nonprofit management. 
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After I graduated from college and I went to Washington, D.C., I worked on 
Capitol Hill for a couple of years.  I was a political science major, and I did not 
have any particular expertise.  It was in the post-Watergate era.  A lot of people 
were interested in working in Washington, and I really didn't have anything to 
distinguish myself, which would enable me to move up the food chain in terms of 
jobs. I wound up going back to [city].   
This guy that I'd worked for the summers in college was in line to become 
president of the (named) association.  They had just fired their executive director. 
I was back to visit my mother and family and had coffee with him.  He said, 
[P11], I'm going to make you an executive.  I interviewed for the job with the 
[named] association and got hired, and I really had no idea about the bigger 
picture at that point. 
  
P3 also was invited into association leadership by a senior mentor within the association 
profession.  She recapped, “She said to me, it’s a brand new position, but I think you’d be 
great…I did everything.  She gave me so many opportunities in the association world.”  
P4 described, with seeming embarrassment, how during a short time of unemployment, 
she landed a leadership job working where her mother worked – at an association.  P4 
then spoke to her joy in leading in this environment and said, “I loved being able to 
redefine, re-implement and just reorganize everything, so it definitely lit my fire.” 
In general terms, participants described the need to “stay well-rounded” (P5), 
“grow further” (P2), and “gain a better understanding of how I’m doing and how I can 
improve” (P1).  P7 described seeking career advice:  
I worked with a career counselor to identify my strengths and career paths of 
likeminded skills that I’ve already developed, and it was pointing to nonprofit 
management.  I did a whole bunch of different things, like I became executive 
director of a small state nonprofit.  
 
Participants spoke about their careers and in context of the future of the profession.  P8 
firmly announced, “It’s important for everyone that they’re not just paying attention to 
what they have to do today, but that they [nonprofit associations] know what they’re 
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going to have to do in five years.”  P9 commented on her internal drive for challenge 
within nonprofit management and described: 
What you need to be aware of, what you need to know about, but also if you were 
ever going to be in the position to be the leader, you need to make sure that you’re 
always scanning not just the outside horizon…something will go wrong.  And, it’s 
not the fact that something goes wrong.  It’s how you deal with it. 
 
Desire to become certified.  Each participant described and identified a tangible, 
meaningful pathway for their learning and growth.  Stories emerged related to goal 
setting and obtaining the certified association executive credential.  P1 reported, “it 
[certification] encouraged me to go out there and really brush up on some skill sets that I 
never had to know.”  Similarly P2 noted, “I want to make sure that I am on the cusp of 
everything that’s going on…I’m coming to that fork in the road with my career and I 
need to elevate it.”  Identifying certification with her career goals, P4 said: 
Because I see this as my career path, I see this [certification] as beneficial for me 
to have.  My annual review was June of 2013.  Okay.  I need to put up or shut up.  
My boss really wanted me to get certified, so I put in the application. 
 
Along the theme of challenge, but posed as a counter-argument, P8 shared that 
responding to a dare was the reason she sought certification: 
So I knew several people, who were CAEs, and I knew several other people 
around town here, and someone actually dared me to do it without a prep class.  
There's not really an active CalSAE in [city], at least for that exam.  And someone 
dared me to pass the exam the first time without really doing anything.  And that's 
how I got the CAE.  I mean it was fairly late in my career by the time I did it.  I 
was 50 years old.  It's not like I needed it, wanted it, or anyone here cared.  That's 
why I said my choice really -- someone challenged me on a dare to do it. 
 
Summary.  Participants sought opportunities for challenge and growth in their 
career.  Both external influence of mentors and internal motivations led individuals to 
seek ways to become better informed while serving as an association executive.  The 
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desire for both challenge and self-improvement led to the recognition of industry 
certification and the exploration to achieve the Certified Association Executive (CAE) 
credential.  Participants described the internal and external influences that contributed to 
their decision to set and pursue a goal of certification.  
Finding three: Admission of fear.  The association professionals researched here 
described dealing with struggle and feelings of doubt and fear with regard to seeking the 
CAE credential.  
Adult learning.  The admission of “not knowing” clearly outweighed confidence 
and assured knowledge during most of the professionals’ pathway to certification.  
Numerous subjects remarked about a lack of confidence they had as they made the 
decision to pursue certification.  “I didn’t know what I was getting in to,” stated P1.  P3 
pondered if she was alone or similar to others in her feelings by describing: 
I don’t know what I expected because you always, sort of, and maybe it’s just me, 
but I always, sort of, doubt my own expertise, until I see the test score…Like I 
said, that’s terrifying.  I can’t possibly know all of this – right?  What happens if I 
fail? 
 
P6 similarly noted, “What bothered me is I didn’t know [if] the decisions I was making 
were the right decisions, association management versus private industry.”  P8 validated 
her concerns by mentioning, “you have to realize leaders don’t want to look bad.”  
Former self as student.  Past memories of learner self-perceptions contributed to 
several decisions participants made on their pathway to certification and were reflected in 
their description of emotions.  Participant 1 reflected on himself as a learner and talked 
about not liking the role of student: 
I always ask myself, do I need to go back and get my MBA?  And it's -- I am not 
one for college.  I went to college and I didn't like it, you know, and I got through 
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it.  It was one of those things like the CAE.  I thought I needed it, and I did, and 
it got me to the next level.   
 
He admitted to worrying before considering the study preparations for the CAE exam by 
repeating twice, “I didn’t tell anybody I was taking the test…I didn’t tell anybody I was 
doing it.”  The experience of a prior career setback led P1 to not share his professional 
development goal with others based on an expressed fear of failure.  
P11 reported his memories with some sadness when he recounted: 
Not being a great high school student for a number of reasons, I had a real limited 
view of my abilities academically.  I had done okay in college, but the first two 
years I was working 30 hours a week, so I wasn't as focused on the academic, you 
know, the intellectual development as I might have been.  I was really trying to 
survive.   
 
He described that as a younger association professional he felt, “not well prepared for 
how to deal with those things” with regard to leading others and related issues in 
managing a nonprofit organization.  
P3 remembered, “always being a really good student” but described how her poor 
study habits led to a fear of failure in preparation for the CAE exam.  P2 waited to take 
the exam due to her “fear of test” and described isolation when revealing “I feel like I’m 
out here on an island by myself because I don’t have colleagues that I can talk to about 
this (fear).”  P5 stated, “I’m not a good test taker.  I had a lot of trepidation about taking 
this test because I’ve never performed well on multiple-choice exams.”  On their journeys 
to become CAEs, many subjects provided a reflective window into their emotions 
including a sense of isolation and fear of failure. 
As participants faced their fear and sat for the certification exam, many recalled 
specific details regarding their exam experience, from the day of the week, to the 
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weather, to their physical health on the exam date, to the temperature conditions of the 
room.  P8 recalled these details, with a sense of frustration, “I had to go to a location, pay 
money, sit in a room by myself, and take the stupid test for a half-day, which was 
really…but whatever.”  In a flustered tone, P4 said, “the big things we hammered into our 
heads were not on the test.”  P5 reflected on the length of the examination: 
When I did take the test, I never sat down and took the full pre-test, so I hadn’t sat 
down for the full 3-4 hours.  I can’t remember what it was, and I actually did it.  
So, in the midst of test taking, I did think – my goodness, this is really taking 
forever. 
 
Because of where one participant lived, special arrangements were needed to approve an 
exam location site, “to take the exam, I made the arrangements.  They let me go to that 
testing center, yeah, so I was the only ASAE person there” (P11). 
Summary.  Participants candidly offered descriptions of their fears of failure 
when considering their pathways to the CAE examination.  Self-doubt and fear of the 
unknown were expressed.  As adults, the participants reflected on past and current 
impressions of themselves as students, and they affirmed their decisions to formalize 
preparations to study for and take the CAE exam.  Test taking contributed to anxiety. 
This finding informs challenges that may be addressed in the pursuit of professional 
knowledge and certification.  
Finding four: Motivation for certification.  The participants shared descriptions 
of their extrinsic and intrinsic motivations, in both simple and complex terms.  Those 
motivations framed their decision-making process and shaped their perceived value of 
certification.   
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Preparation to become certified.  Study subjects provided insight into both 
their physical and mental phases of preparation for becoming a CAE.  P5 described 
having “a lot of anxiety about filling out and submitting the application…the perception 
of what you need to do to get your CAE just sounds so harrowing.”  P4 recalled, “I had 
always been interested, so I always did classes as they came up.  I had always kept 
checking their requirements, but I also needed to be at a high enough leadership role and 
have enough education behind me.” 
Concerned about the interest from future CAEs, P9 stressed it was important to 
notify people that “in five years of industry (association management) experience, people 
are eligible – because they might forget.”  Also monitoring the requirements, P5 
explained, “when I was with my association for five years, I became eligible to get my 
CAE, but at that time I did not have enough professional development hours.”  The study 
participants reported obtaining the requisite training hours from numerous sources 
including the American Society of Association Executives (ASAE), CalSAE, and the 
Institute for Organization Management (IOM) and master’s level academic coursework. 
The participants described that once they achieved eligibility, they were willing to 
offer dedicated time and attention to the preparation.  P7 wanted “to complete it as 
quickly as possible, so I took the hours in about two years.”  P11 reported, “I really took 
it seriously.”  Time off work to study and to take the exam was described by P1, “the 
preparation for it is going to take a lot of effort.  I took days off work.”  The required time 
to prepare was outlined by P2, “I am going to have to really buckle down…I felt that I 
didn’t have the bandwidth in my last job to give myself time to really study for this.”  
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Each of the participants affirmed their choice to proceed, apply to take the exam, and 
begin their individual study process.  
The majority of participants found value in learning and studying with others by 
utilizing available study groups and study mentors.  Four participants used a structured 
review course offered by the Michigan Society of Association Executives (MSAE).  Most 
of those who used any type of peer studying process perceived that the group provided 
structure, discussions, and time management.   
In a good study group, being able to find that support group that I wouldn’t have 
found otherwise.  And, we still get together and, you know, every time we get 
together… it’s funny because we’re all good friends now. (P4) 
  
P6 formed a CAE study group with peers and they met during a prior multi-year learning 
experience at the Institute for Organization Management program. P6 recalled, “I did 
some review, a lot of review, with the actual candidates that I went through the Institute 
with.  They were a great resource and have always been.  I still relate to them.”  P9, based 
on her group experience, reported giving back to future CAEs by becoming a CAE study 
group mentor. 
Not all participants favored involvement with a study group.  P8 expressed 
disappointment by tone and remarks when commenting, “I went online for a couple of 
those study group meetings, but I found it fairly wasteful, so I didn’t do those.  And, the 
timing was crappy.”  P5 recalled, “I went to like three meetings and it just did not work 
for me.  The style didn’t work for me.” 
Extrinsic and intrinsic motivators.  Extensive insight into the factors that led to 
their decision to pursue the CAE exam was provided by the association professionals.   
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Extrinsic motivators.  Ten unique sub-findings emerged as external factors that 
directly contributed to their decision to seek the CAE.  These findings, although not all-
inclusive, were referenced (repeatedly) by participants and are listed in alphabetical 
order:  
 Boss – CEO, Executive Director, Board of Directors 
 Budget – source of funds 
 CAE ceremony – recognition 
 Co-workers 
 Mentor within the association management profession 
 Name tags, name tents – visual designation 
 Peers – other CAEs 
 People – others 
 Performance reviews/evaluations 
“Encouragement from other peers” was the most often described external motivator, 
described by 9 of the 11 subjects.  P1 highlighted: 
When it cemented for me that I needed it (CAE) was when I went to the ASAE 
immersion course.  I sat down with them. I listened.  I asked questions and they 
taught me what it really meant to be CAE certified. 
   
P2 reported, “I sit in the board meeting and I’m looking around the room – everybody 
had nameplates and the majority of everybody had the CAE” and this statement 
demonstrated how peer influence can be non-verbal. 
A second highly reported external factor was support and encouragement from 
their manager, CEO, or board of directors.  In some cases, this person of authority 
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already had his or her CAE.  Participants defined this career development support as a 
pinnacle to job satisfaction.    
I certainly, probably, wouldn’t have taken that next step and gone ahead and 
pursued my CAE if my boss hadn’t encouraged me to do so and hadn’t really sold 
me on the profession… [When I passed the exam], he hugged me for the first time 
in eight years.  He threw a little staff party and announced to the staff how 
important and valuable the certification was and how it added to the staff, the 
level of expertise, that designation. (P5) 
 
P2’s CEO provided encouragement and she recalled being told, “I depend on you to tell 
me what’s going on in this industry.  I depend on you to be the pulse of the industry, and 
I get it.”   
The availability of professional development funds to pursue the CAE 
requirements was also mentioned.  P6 noted that funding for the CAE is standard in their 
staff professional development budgets each year.  The small association that employs P7 
has 11 staff members and this participant expressed, “half of us have the 
certification…and support it (financially), it’s not cheap.”  While thinking of other future 
CAEs within their organization, P9 suggested, “maybe I should talk to (boss) and be able 
to budget for it in the next year’s budget.”     
Intrinsic motivators.  In addition to the external factors described as motivating, 
eight additional sub-themes were indicated to be internally motivating.  The intrinsic, 
personal nature of self-actualization within the profession and what that meant for the 
study subjects establishes the foundation for adult learning theory.  The intrinsic 
motivators found were: 
 Achievement 
 Acquirement of new knowledge 
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 Career growth 
 Investment to the association management profession 
 Mental readiness 
 Seeking identity as a CAE 
 Self-improvement 
 Validation as a professional 
Participants described the CAE as a goal that appeared difficult to attain, yet was 
a tangible with a defined end—passing the exam and obtaining the credential.  
Participants described their internal desire to attain this goal as “proving to myself,” 
“sense of accomplishment,” and “something to strive for.”  
Many participants described a desire to learn more content and context and how 
to apply that learning within nonprofit management.  In speaking about their interest in 
learning, several projected emotions of positivity and energy, noting, “I was that eager 
person,” “it’s invigorating,” “I was motivated and interested,” and “it was fun.” 
Much of the intrinsic motivation appeared to be derived from a strong work ethic.  
P5 firmly stated, “I’m doing everything that I can to grow professionally within my 
means.”  P1 reflected on why he decided to seek CAE and thoughtfully responded: 
I’d love to say, you know what? I felt this was important for me, especially in the 
position I have for this organization and for you as a member.  I want to be able to 
do the best job I can and I needed this to feel like I could get there. 
 
The intrinsic commitment to obtain a certification appeared to be present 
regardless of the career stage or age of the subject.  While a few described their 
consideration that the CAE could provide an elevated level of preparation for their career 
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growth, other participants looked at it as a senior-level, cannot retire without it, type of 
designation.  Related to early career leadership development, P2 said: 
If I didn't have my CAE, I think I would probably feel, hmm, they're probably not 
looking at me that I have taken that time to really focus on this career and really 
take a look at the CAE program and say, hey look, I'm in this.  And also, as a 
younger professional, it definitely helps. 
 
P3 similarly noted: 
I'm on the younger side to be where I'm at [leadership], especially -- I'm going to 
be 38 in a couple weeks, so I've been in the business since I was 21.  I’m really 
good at what I do and I know it.  I’m pretty confident in it, but sometimes, it takes 
a bit for other people to trust it because I am younger.  [The CAE] It's a validation 
of the fact that I really do know what I'm doing.   
 
P11 described how the end of his career was the impetus for seeking attainment of 
the CAE, “even though I knew I was sort of approaching the end part of my career, I 
thought it would be a nice capstone to have earned that recognition.”  P10 similarly 
described it as “another feather to put in your cap as an association executive.” 
Summary.  Once participants set a goal to become certified, they described their 
physical and mental preparations.  These preparations included committing time, 
becoming mentally prepared, and defining study habits that worked for them.  Many 
found value in the formation of study groups to support adult learning.  The reflections 
about their journey to certification identified numerous intrinsic and extrinsic motivators 
that propelled the participants toward setting and achieving their goal of certification.  
Motivation for certification was found within participants at various stages of their 
careers, from those seeking advancement to those preparing for retirement.   
Finding five: Certification value perceptions.  Throughout the interviews, 
participants explored their perceptions related to the value of their CAE achievement.  
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Insights regarding both positive and negative perceptions about the CAE were 
frequently expressed and sometimes by the same person.   
Perceived value of certification.  At a systems level, participants reported 
heightened value related to certification within the association.  P1 cited, “in my 
organization, there’s only one other CAE and it’s my CEO.  We have 100 staff.  You 
know what?  Quite honestly, that means a lot to me.”  P9 described certification as “kind 
of raising above and seeing the whole picture, and when talking to an association peer, so 
we can share best practices and challenges.”  P2 deemed that certification “shows that the 
individual has taken the time and has put the effort into obtaining this credential and 
maintaining this credential.”  P3 remarked, “It’s sort of the best you can get as an 
association executive.”  P10 shyly admitted that, tangibly “It meant for me, quite frankly, 
a boost in compensation.”  Similarly, P9 happily expressed: 
I parlayed it into a salary increase.  I just worked it into a salary increase and it 
was fully approved by the board and my executive director.  So, there was power 
behind three little letters.  But I think it also cemented for them that this could be 
someone who would be in a position to assume leadership when our executive 
director moves on. 
 
At a personal level, participants shared perceptions of intrinsic value for earning 
the certification.  P4 laughed, smiled, and stated, “And it feels good.  I mean let’s get 
real.  We all have a little bit of an ego.  It feels good to know I did it.”  P1 reported, “The 
achievement was in obtaining it.”  P11 called it “a sense of accomplishment, personal 
accomplishment…I was already in my 50s…it really is symbolic of having been a 
professional association executive.”  P7 noted: 
I think it was more personal gratification than anything else…personal, your 
personal gratification that you get from it.  I was doing it for my own personal 
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reward and saying, hey listen, I’ve accomplished something.  I actually do 
know what I’m doing.  You know it was more of a validation.  
 
Many participants discussed the value enhancement to their knowledge, skills, or 
abilities as a function of the certification process.  P3 expressed, “it’s a validation of the 
fact that I really do know what I am doing.”  P11 provided a detailed account of his value 
perceptions: 
It [certification] was really terrific.  It was incredible. That, to me, was such a 
game changer.  It really gave me a degree of confidence…My skills certainly 
improved.  I became more adept at working with committees or working with a 
board and having some sharper perception, I think, of the world around me.  I 
think the knowledge that I gained, the things that I learned when I went through 
the process before the exam…and the confidence.  Yeah, damn, I can do this. 
 
P9 also shared a perceived value of confidence: 
[Certification] made me more confident speaking about certain things, but rather 
than deferring to my boss or someone else for – is that what I’m supposed to say? 
It confirmed for me that, no, I know what to say…There’s a lot of things out here 
that I might not be aware of or taking advantage of.  I could be sitting there 
reading and go “oh.”  Just some people are so blissfully ignorant to it.  See if you 
still know what you think you know.  Some things I read where I went, huh, I’m 
not quite sure we do it that way.  I was ignorant just how certain things happen.  
[Certification] solidified for me that I’m in the right field and I’m capable of this.  
It’s not being an expert.  It made so many things click – best practices and the 
way things should be done. 
 
Multiple insights were shared related to perceptions of increased competence as 
an association professional.  P1 called it a “benchmark,” while P2 noted that she now 
“understands how it all works.  I learned so much I didn’t know.  I now feel like I have a 
full breadth of understanding.  You’re going to understand why your role is so important 
to the association.”  P5 remarked that the “domains create a well-rounded association 
professional and certainly there’s room for improvement for anybody no matter what 
their job function is.” 
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Additional participant comments offered reflections regarding their pathway 
toward certification and identified that the value of learning itself was the reward.  P7 
tapped the table and stated, “They’ll never be able to take that knowledge away from 
you.”  P4 expressed the following with high enthusiasm: 
What I got out of it thought was so much more.  I never expected to actually learn 
as much as I did. I really, really enjoyed studying for it, and I learned so much.  
That was the best part.  I don’t care.  No matter what, if it ever does actually give 
me an advantage or anything in any [hiring] process, just what I’ve learned out of 
it was worth doing it. 
 
P5 stated, “I do think just learning more about the content areas is value in and of itself.”  
P6 similarly noted, “In my case, the value was exactly what I went for: the education.” 
Missing value of certification.  Many participants described the need for more to 
be done to enhance perceptions from others about the credential.  P11 talked about the 
lack of understanding by stating, “It’s certainly not like having a JD after your name or 
MD, nor would it have the recognition at large.  I’m sure a lot of people look at that and 
say – what’s the CAE?”  P1 cited, “no one in my industry knows what it is…maybe one 
day someone will ask.”  P10 displayed a sad expression when he shared: 
No one else that I know has any clue what it is.  My partner, my friends, I haven’t 
even told.  Well, I told my partner, but I haven’t even told any of my friends that I 
achieved this certification.  It would mean nothing to them. 
  
With regard to leadership development and hiring association professionals, P5 
firmly stated, “If we’re going to put a value on that CAE, we need to put a value on the 
staff that we hire having that CAE or having some sort of involvement in the association 
that we value.”  P8 expressed significant frustration with finding value in the CAE and 
commented, “To the rest of the universe it doesn’t mean a thing.  Will it ever be valuable 
to my group of [members] who are hiring an executive?  Never.”  P3 spoke with a 
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pessimistic tone when sharing, “I hadn’t really thought about it before, but I don’t see a 
lot of tangible benefits to having it [the CAE].”  P2 shared similar frustration but also 
described the value gained in the end: 
Nobody in my association has this credential.  I told my CEO what it was.  He 
wasn’t – he’s not that familiar.  He’s not an association management professional.  
He came from the industry.  Not everybody knows what it means.  I don’t think 
he knew anything about it, didn’t know it existed…I think it’s really given him a 
totally different view of not just thinking about the industry, but thinking about 
who we are.  Comfort is elevated, extremely elevated.  And once I did it, I 
brought it back to my organization.  And I think they were surprised.  I think it is 
important for Human Resource departments to recognize this.  And, I think it’s 
important to say that this designation is important for this career.  
 
Summary.  Participants provided insights into specific levels of value and 
recognition that the achievement of the CAE provides.  Internal satisfaction, external peer 
and organizational validation, and limited financial incentives were recognized.  
However, participants also lamented that the credential has little recognition beyond their 
immediate peers and the association management profession. 
Findings summary – Integration of survey data and interview findings.  This 
mixed methods study utilized survey responses from 140 California association 
professionals and explored interview responses from 11 Certified Association Executives 
(CAE) in a parallel process.  Survey results indicated the highest perceived values of 
certification were intrinsic – professional growth, personal satisfaction, feeling of 
accomplishment, and knowledge validation.  Each of those PVCT
©
-item statements was 
clearly evident in the voices of interview participants during their journeys to become 
CAEs.  The lowest rated intrinsic items on the survey – evidence of accountability and 
autonomy – were not described within this study population during interviews.  The 
extrinsic factors from the PVCT
© 
survey most commonly mentioned during interviews 
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were recognition of the credential by others, within and outside the profession, as well 
as a few remarks related to salaries.  While in the PVCT
©
, a value of the CAE was 
recognition of the credential; this was countered in the voices of those who attained the 
certification, who remarked that it was largely an unknown designation.  Marketability 
was a highly rated extrinsic item on the PVCT
© 
and was mentioned in interviews to be 
related to both being of value to the participant’s organizational as well as to personal 
credibility for future career placement.  One item on the PVCT
©
, consumer [member] 
confidence, was not scored highly in the survey nor was it expressed or clearly 
understood within this population, as noted by no mention of it as relevant within the 11 
interviews.  Although findings on survey item 10, enhances personal confidence, scored 
with 84% agree or strongly agree, interviewed participants expressed their struggles with 
fear, test apprehension, and general not knowing during their journey to certification.  
Results and Interpretations 
From the collected data, this mixed methods study explored insights into the value 
of certification from those serving as association professionals within nonprofit 
organizations through a statewide survey and 11 semi-structured interviews.  Five themes 
emerged from the analysis of the qualitative component: (a) association executive – an 
accidental profession, (b) a quest for challenge and growth, (c) admission of fear, (d) 
motivation for certification, and (e) certification value perceptions. 
Using the synthesis of these key findings, the researcher offers three results with 
their interpretations: (a) certification is highly valued by association professionals, (b) 
there is no direct leadership pathway into association management, and (c) fear and self-
doubt shape the adult learning pathway to certification.  These results and interpretations 
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are described in light of existing literature and provide the foundation for conclusions 
and recommendations for further research offered in the final chapter. 
Result 1: Certification is Highly Valued by Association Professionals 
The data demonstrated an overall high regard for the value of certification within 
the association professionals sampled from California.  From those already certified, 11 
items scored over 90% for agree and strongly agree on the PVCT
©
.  For those who have 
not sought certification, 12 items scored over 80% for agree and strongly agree.  
Similarly, 8 of 10 association professionals who participated in this study acknowledged 
that there is value in certification.  Similarly, Haskins et al. (2011) examined 1,748 nurses 
finding 13 items scoring above 90% from those certified (n= 1,383) and 17 of the total 18 
items scoring over 80% from those who were non-certified (n= 365).  Both datasets from 
the current study and Haskins et al.’s study identified that the top four intrinsic value 
statements were: professional growth, personal satisfaction, personal accomplishment, 
and validates specialized knowledge; and the top three extrinsic value statements were: 
peer recognition, marketability, and employer recognition.  While nursing professionals 
noted that certification provided evidence of accountability, professional autonomy, and 
consumer confidence, association professionals did not.  Perhaps this reflects integration 
of certification into healthcare settings compared to professionals serving nonprofit 
businesses. 
Association professionals surveyed in this study were 73% female, over 70% held 
a bachelor’s degree or higher, with 45.7% currently holding the CAE credential.  In 
comparison, the American Board of Nursing Specialties (2006) sample was 92% female 
with 42% holding a bachelor’s degree.  Both professional groups were found to have the 
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lowest rating for item statements “certification increases consumer confidence” and 
“certification increases salary.”  With nearly half of association professionals not 
recognizing a tangible salary value to certification, Kleiner’s (2006) concerns for an 
unfair practice and salary advantage by those certified are not supported by this study.  
However, it needs to be noted that three qualitative participants in this study described a 
positive salary impact following the achievement of certification.   
The PVCT
©
 results from this survey and related literature provided insights into 
debatable misperceptions of credential inflation and “credentialism” as offered by Collins 
(2007).  Over 54% of the survey participants are not certified, yet demonstrated value for 
certification; and, of this 54%, 59.5% of non-certified survey participants selected, “yes, I 
am interested in working towards this credential.”  The interest to pursue certification 
aligns with Suarez (2010) recommendations for qualifications desired in future leadership 
in nonprofit organizations.  
Result 2: There is No Direct Leadership Pathway into Nonprofit Management 
Participants described complex and varied backgrounds that led to their current 
leadership roles serving within nonprofit management.  Although the total survey sample 
evidenced over 70% with Bachelor degrees, none of the participants described academic 
training in preparation for a leadership role in association management.  The data from 
this study refute research done by Gazley and Bowers (2013) whose findings indicated 
that approximately one-third of association professionals were trained in nonprofit 
management.  Their study sampled only CEOs and executive directors while this sample 
interviewed those at varying stages of leadership.  This comparison of the results is 
compelling as they both relate to the future leadership needs in the workforce and the 
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demands of operating nonprofit organizations (Solomon & Sandahl, 2007; Tierney, 
2006).  Although the survey sample was found to be highly educated at the collegiate 
level, the interview sample did not indicate association management as known or chosen 
coursework.  Mirabella (2007) identified growth in nonprofit management programs but 
this California-based study sample did not evidence utilization of those programs.   
Vetter’s (2012) studied leadership competencies and cited that challenges exist in 
finding qualified candidates to lead nonprofit organizations.  He suggested further 
research to address the evolving needs and evaluate current training programs that target 
nonprofit leaders.  The current study found that association professionals arrive at 
nonprofit leadership from numerous pathways, educational backgrounds, and industries, 
as demonstrated by CalSAE’s membership of association professionals.  The participants 
of this study responded to their challenge to serve and grow within nonprofit 
organizations by setting personal goals to increase their knowledge and competence in 
nonprofit management by obtaining the CAE credential.  They found intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivators that led them toward the journey to achieve certification and that also 
improved their self-confidence as leaders. 
Interviewed participants articulated the desire and the need to set and achieve 
professional goals.  These individuals demonstrated an implicit understanding of the need 
to continue their professional development to better serve their organizations and afford 
them of further career opportunities.  This finding validated a “strong desire for greater 
learning and development opportunities” found in the research done by Hannum et al. 
(2011) in their world leadership survey of nonprofit executives.   
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Related to the possibility of career development and advancement, only 2 of 11 
interview participants reported active succession planning discussions within their 
organization to identify future growth toward internal leadership.  These findings 
continue to validate the lack of structured succession planning within nonprofits (Carman 
et al., 2010; Nonprofit HR, 2014; Thiessen, 2012).   
This study described how participants, once they accepted the possibility of a full 
and satisfying career within association management, developed career journeys into 
leadership through the support of sponsors and by the participants’ hard work, 
perseverance, luck, preparation, and mentoring.  The findings of this study demonstrate 
that the intrinsic value of professional growth through certification may enhance self-
confidence in one’s ability to lead.  Participants sought education and certification to 
apply new knowledge and better serve their organizations, while also positioning 
themselves to qualify for and accept future growth and leadership opportunities.  As 
Williams (2009) reported that mentoring within an organization did not lead to a 
guarantee of promotion, this study concludes that association professionals can prepare 
themselves for advancement utilizing the CAE as one tool for education and leadership 
development.  
Survey participants indicated value in certification to enhance personal 
accomplishment and individual satisfaction while also enhancing professional credibility, 
as rated as the top statements from the PCVT.  Interviews provided complementary 
descriptions of value in the learning itself to prepare and apply knowledge to the 
workplace.  These findings support Gilley and Galbraith’s (1986) assertion that an 
opportunity exists to enhance the prestige of a professional through certification.  They 
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argued that both individual skills and competencies may be enhanced through the 
certification process.  Knapp and Gallery (2003) also argued that value in a certification 
program can be reflected back from individuals who become the standard bearers of their 
profession.  The finding of value in certification, for those who already hold the CAE 
credential and for those who do not, appears to suggest that the profession of nonprofit 
management receives the benefit of those trained leaders who seek and obtain 
certification to further themselves, their organizations, and the profession as a whole. 
Result 3: Fear and Self-doubt Shape the Adult Learning Pathway to Certification 
The association professionals within the current study described the essence of an 
internal struggle for both confidence and competence during their career journeys in 
nonprofit management.  The Bridgespan (2012) study found that nonprofit leaders are 
engaged but struggle to act and are often not held accountable for development of their 
capacity as a leader.  Within the current study, participants were at various ages and 
stages of their careers, and only one of them had a job requirement to pursue the CAE 
credential as their next step toward leadership development.  The lack of mandatory or 
monitored leadership development validates the accountability finding in the Bridgespan 
study.  If more association professionals were externally motivated through 
encouragement or requirement by a Board of Directors, CEO, or Executive Director to 
attain this, the struggle to pursue ongoing leadership development and the fear of failure 
could be reduced.  Participants in this study drew upon intrinsic motivation, overcame 
obstacles, and were often self-driven toward obtaining the CAE credential. 
As adult learners, the participants were required to consider their intrinsic and 
extrinsic motivations for leadership development.  They offered descriptions of their fears 
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about achieving certification and discussing how it affected their motivations.  Thomas 
(2014) reported that the industry of certification has become big business with standards, 
costs, qualifications, and time commitments posed on credential seekers.  The findings in 
this study provide a foundation framing how value may exist for the certification 
industry, whereby participants described their motivations for obtaining requisite 
qualifications and overcame obstacles to invest time and resources to achieve the CAE.  
Within many professions, credentialing is a respected method to support and demonstrate 
knowledge acquisition and leadership development (Carnevale et al., 2012). These 
findings demonstrate that the CAE was valued as a credential along the pathway to 
leadership development for those serving in nonprofit management.  However, the CAE 
faces lack of understanding and was often unknown to those outside the profession. 
Participants reported self-doubt and “not knowing” frequently as they began to 
establish their identity within the profession and sought positions of leadership within 
their nonprofit organizations.  The confusion of competence and confidence, and the need 
for confidence building, were studied by Chickering and Reisser (1993) in college 
students and confirmed to be applicable to adult students by Wimbish et al. (1995).  
Participants in the present study had to overcome fears of failure and test-taking anxiety. 
Both of these challenges were overcome through the use of goal setting, preparation, and 
peer support in terms of study groups.    
The pressure of preparing for, taking, and passing a formal exam was expressed 
as a challenge for the interview participants.  Whether the participant took the exam one 
year prior or 20 years prior to the interview, each was able to share his or her view of this 
memorable day.  While participants made the goal to prepare for the certification, the 
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exam itself took on an almost mythical persona created from a collage of shared stories 
they had heard from past test-takers—some who succeeded and a few who failed during 
either the preparation or testing phase.  Although all 11 subjects (100%) interviewed for 
this research passed their CAE exam on their first attempt, the most recent data report a 
passing rate of 75% for the 218 individuals who sat for the December 2014 test (ASAE, 
2015).  
Once participants were notified of passing the exam, a variety of emotions 
emerged, including relief, validation, self-satisfaction, and even a newly emerged level of 
confidence.  This emotional elevation supports the work of Hale (2000) who asserted that 
being professionally certified demonstrates self-commitment and a commitment to the 
profession they serve.  The Roberts (2005) study of research administrators found a 
significant difference (<.0001) in those certified feeling more confident in being able to 
do their work and in feeling more knowledgeable as a result of becoming certified. 
Summary 
This chapter discussed the study findings, represented by five themes that 
emerged from the voices of the individual interview participants and that were shaped by 
survey data, namely: (a) association executive – an accidental profession, (b) a quest for 
challenge and growth, (c) admission of fear, (d) motivation for certification, and (e) 
certification value perceptions.  Additionally, three results were identified and interpreted 
as derived by themes and patterns within the research and discussed in light of relevant 
research: (a) certification is highly valued by association professionals, (b) there is no 
direct leadership pathway into association management, and (c) fear and self-doubt shape 
the adult learning pathway to certification.  These findings, results, and interpretations 
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presented in this chapter prepare the research foundation to support the 
recommendations offered in the final chapter. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations 
Introduction 
The purpose of this research was to investigate the perceived value and impact of 
certification for association professionals in preparing candidates to fill the approaching 
leadership gap within nonprofit organizations.  This was accomplished through a 
literature review, posing research questions, conducting a statewide survey, and 
interviewing leaders within a single California organization.  The researcher applied both 
a humanist perspective (Rogers, 1983) and a social constructivist stance (Gergen, 2003) 
to this parallel, mixed methods approach by conducting both an online survey to 
association professionals within the California Society of Association Executives 
(CalSAE) as well as interviewing members who held the certified association executive 
(CAE) credential.  The quantitative process gathered basic demographic data and utilized 
the PVCT
©
 that was already validated through prior research.  The parallel qualitative 
process allowed the participant voices to offer thick, rich descriptions that provided an 
essence of their experiences and perceptions of those who had attained the CAE.  Five 
major findings emerged from the analysis of the data: (a) association executive – an 
accidental profession, (b) a quest for challenge and growth, (c) admission of fear, (d) 
motivation for certification, and (e) certification value perceptions.  Results were 
interpreted from the research findings and discussed in relation to the literature reviewed 
in Chapter 2.  The results indicated that: (a) certification is highly valued by association 
professionals, (b) there is no direct leadership pathway into association management, and 
(c) fear and self-doubt shape the adult learning pathway to certification.  The conclusions 
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that follow in the next section offer responses to the research questions that framed the 
study.  They emerged from the trail of evidence presented in Chapter 4.  Following the 
conclusions section, recommendations are offered for: the association professional, the 
profession of association management, and the certification industry.  Further research 
related to the value of certification is recommended.  This chapter concludes with a short 
summary. 
Conclusions 
The research questions that guided this mixed methods study were established to 
provide both a quantitative basis for demographic analysis for association professionals 
in nonprofit management while also exploring the voices of those who have already 
become certified within this profession.  Research Question 1 was intended to assess 
value perceptions related to certification and compare that data within the broad 
membership survey demographics.  Research Question 2 sought to capture the individual 
voices from those who have journeyed to achieve certification by sharing their insights 
and possible career benefits.  Finally, Research Question 3 considered how those certified 
contribute back to the profession through knowledge, skills, and competencies. 
Research Question One: What is the Perceived Value of Certification among 
Association Professionals Working in Nonprofit Organizations? 
 
Association professionals in California highly value certification and the Certified 
Association Executive (CAE) credential.  The richness of this value was found within 
three unique subgroups.  First, those certified indicated a high level of perceived value.  
Second, and very important for nonprofit management and leadership development, those 
who are not certified were also found to have high levels of perceived value.  Third, a 
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unique sub-group of those not yet certified indicated that nearly 60% have interest in 
pursuing the CAE.  This conclusion provides evidence that the majority of association 
professionals would pursue further learning and certification in association management.   
The three highest rated items of perceived value were intrinsic factors that 
included “enhanced feelings of personal accomplishment,” “provides personal 
satisfaction,” and “provides evidence of personal commitment” while the highest rated 
extrinsic value statement by both certified and non-certified was “recognition from 
peers.”  Association professionals seek challenge, goal setting, and achievement of 
professional goals as part of their self-growth and leadership development.  The 
participants described respect for others who held the CAE and valued that respect from 
their peers once the CAE was achieved.  
The lowest valued items related to certification were increased salary and 
increased consumer confidence and shared similar findings within other professions such 
as nursing and research administrators.  Association professionals did not seek 
certification to increase their salary; however, pay raises were gained in a minority of the 
CAEs in this study. 
Also interesting, association professionals did not perceive value in consumer 
confidence of their certification.  They expressed frustration that the CAE credential is 
unknown outside their industry and by human resources.  The establishment of a 
profession is based on the premise of shared knowledge, demonstrated expertise, and 
protecting the public; however, those who serve in nonprofit management do not indicate 
value in consumer or public comprehension of their certification.  This conclusion could 
be impactful in considering the future leadership needs and qualifications for nonprofit 
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organizations that compose one in six jobs in California.  If the relevance and prestige 
of the CAE was better understood, from those within the profession and the public at 
large, and the number of individuals holding the CAE doubled, a knowledgeable pool of 
leadership candidates could exist to reduce the potential employment gap for the third 
largest sector, nonprofit management.   
Research Question Two: How do Association Professionals Describe the Benefits 
Received from Actively Pursuing a Certification? 
 
Obtaining a credential through certification, itself as the endpoint, is not the sole 
benefit of achievement.  Participant stories enlightened the understanding that benefits 
were received during the pursuit of learning and along the pathway to earning the 
credential.  This conclusion demonstrates that obtaining certification is a journey toward 
leadership development and an evolution.  This journey served as a reflection on learning 
throughout adulthood and was a continuous process during their careers.   
Participants described their motivations to set and achieve the professional 
development goal of certification, their preparation, and their challenges, followed by 
their recognition and rewards once certified.  One of the biggest benefits to pursuing 
certification was defining a challenging yet obtainable professional development goal.  
To set a goal to obtain their CAE, participants often found external motivation from peers 
and their boss while also seeking perceived benefits that would be offered once they 
passed the certification exam, such as name tags and ceremonies of recognition.  Many 
participants bonded with peers during their study group preparations and felt pride from 
their peers, co-workers, and supervisors in appreciation of their efforts to both study for 
and pass the CAE exam to earn the credential.  
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An important conclusion occurred during the pursuit to certification when the 
participants fully realized their identity within the community of association 
professionals.  This identity affirmed their commitment to the profession of nonprofit 
management.  The value to certification became deeper than seeking new knowledge and 
self-improvement.  The participant’s voices provided context into how they pursued 
validation as a professional and looked to the CAE as a representation of their leadership 
capacity and potential.  All participants viewed the adult learning journey toward 
certification as a benefit to both one’s self and one’s career.  These findings provide 
insight to inspire the 60% of association professionals not yet certified and who are 
considering the certification journey by offering specific motivations that will move them 
into action. 
Finally, a minority of participants experienced a direct salary gain as a result of 
their certification.  This financial reward was a result of their efforts toward leadership 
development, a recognition of their achievement, and an extrinsic demonstration of 
increased confidence in their competence and capability as an association professional. 
Research Question Three: How Does Being Certified Inform the Association 
Professional’s Knowledge, Skills, and Competencies? 
 
One of the most interesting and surprising revelations from study participants was 
their openness and candor at addressing the fear in what they did not know.  Their 
willingness to seek knowledge and information to enhance their skills was demonstrated 
in their quest for certification.  The process of learning by reading, in study groups, 
online, and in person at preparation programs contributed to their heightened awareness 
of best practices and a broader understanding of their role as a contributor to the 
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profession.  A conclusion is offered to demonstrate that overcoming fear and anxiety as 
an adult learner can lead to self-awareness, increased self-confidence, and an increased 
capacity for leadership. 
The association executives described how, over time, they formed an identity 
within their organization.  It was relevant to find how critical professional identity was to 
each participant as they described how they applied their specialized knowledge and 
skills to their job and they realized how their contributions impacted the broad profession 
of nonprofit management.  
As new opportunities for career growth and leadership surfaced, participants 
faced internal doubt and concerns.  Many participants questioned if they were adequately 
prepared to lead and make competent decisions for their organizations.  As they moved 
from nonprofit novice to senior leadership, they found inspiration and admiration from 
peers, colleagues, mentors, and bosses who already held the CAE.  The perceived value 
of certification was linked to the perceived leadership capability of others who held the 
CAE.  Participants determined that obtaining their own certification would be a difficult, 
yet achievable goal. 
Following their journey to achieve the CAE credential, the association 
professionals described increased confidence in their knowledge of nonprofit 
management and their ability to construct informed decisions.  Most participants were 
forced to face past self-perceptions and address the former mental models they held of 
themselves as students.  Several participants overcame significant fears related to 
embarrassment, failure, and test taking and found a great sense of relief when taking a 
reflective look at their journey.  Their descriptions offer encouragement to others who 
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wish to make a commitment to their professional growth and set specific goals to 
obtain the CAE credential.   
In conclusion, the actual benefit that informed the association professionals’ 
enhanced knowledge and awareness of nonprofit management best practice was 
described to be in the learning itself.  The true value of obtaining certification was found 
within the process of overcoming fears of not knowing and moving toward knowing, by 
reflecting and applying new information into practice.  The achievement of the 
certification provided additional motivation and confidence that participants used to 
better serve their organizations.   
Once certified, participants expressed enhanced self-perception and self-
confidence.  They believed they were competent to serve and ready to accept expanded 
leadership roles and responsibilities.  Many participants described their abilities to take a 
big picture view of their role and of the profession of nonprofit management.  The study 
participants provided a voice to the cohort of those holding the certified association 
executive (CAE) credential.   
Based on the findings, results, and the original research questions, this study 
concludes by identifying that: (a) association professionals, both certified and non-
certified, express value in certification; (b) the career benefits received from actively 
holding a certification include professional growth throughout the entire adult learning 
journey toward the certification itself; and (c) increased confidence in knowledge of 
nonprofit management impacts the leader’s ability to construct informed decisions. 
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Recommendations 
Based on the findings, results, and conclusions of this study, the researcher 
proposes specific recommendations for association professionals as individuals and the 
profession of nonprofit management to address the issues of leadership succession and 
career development and adds additional remarks for the certification industry. 
For Association Professionals 
Individuals enter the profession of nonprofit management with various 
educational backgrounds, degrees, and workplace experiences.  The findings of this study 
identified the importance of establishing a professional identity within association 
management to improve self-confidence and to become aware of the broader scope of the 
profession.  Many individuals begin in specialist roles and look for opportunities to 
develop their knowledge, skills, and competencies to better serve their organization and 
to afford themselves opportunity for career growth.  By pursuing the coursework toward 
the Certified Association Executive (CAE) credential, a solid knowledge base is formed.  
The knowledge gained from the learning itself was demonstrated, by the 
participants in this study, to contribute to both value and self-confidence.  The journey to 
attain certification provides a realistic professional development goal, while attainment of 
the CAE offers high perceived value to the individual, their organization, and the 
profession of nonprofit management.  
For Nonprofit Organizations 
As association professionals approach five years within the field of nonprofit 
management, each employer should co-establish a professional development goal with 
their employees to learn the educational domains that provide the framework for the CAE 
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credential.  ASAE and the CAE commission could provide coursework and micro-
assessments by subject matter domains, one at a time, and assist to build confidence 
within adult learners as they earn continuing professional hours that lead to future 
qualification for the pinnacle CAE exam.  The establishment of an early pathway to 
certification at the professional staff, manager, or junior director levels after five years of 
experience would begin to build a solid pipeline of those trained within nonprofit 
management and who would become confident and competent to fill approaching 
leadership vacancies.   
Professional organizations and their leadership that serve the membership of 
current and future association leaders must be aware of the fear that impacts adults as 
learners.  Steps should be taken to create simplified, open learning environments and 
local support networks to promote a better awareness of certification and assist in the 
journey to become certified.  Additional roles for current CAEs can be developed to 
expand their responsibility and mentorship to future cohorts of those interested in 
becoming certified. 
For the Certification Industry 
The certification and credentialing industry can utilize these data analyses to 
demonstrate the intrinsic value found in structured programs that establish knowledge 
and advance professionals in practice.  However, new models of traditional assessment 
driven certification programs must be explored and may include shorter bursts of 
learning, digital badging, and micro-credentialing.  Adult learners today want information 
fast, by way of innovative, interactive formats, and desire timely recognition for their 
efforts.  The findings of this study identified fear of failure, self-doubt, and test anxiety 
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that can be reduced or eliminated when adult students achieve reward or recognition 
in small steps by earning a digital badge or a micro-credential along the way to a final 
assessment, the main certification exam.   
Recommendations for Future Research 
Based on the findings and conclusions of this study, further recommended research may 
include: 
1. An expansion of this statewide CalSAE survey to the full national 
membership of ASAE. 
2. A qualitative study of association professionals who are not certified to 
explore their perspectives on the perceived value of certification. 
3. A deeper exploration into the sub-section of association professionals who are 
not yet certified but are interested in pursuing certification.  This exploration 
may include a survey to determine the possible barriers to attaining 
certification in this population. 
4. In further consideration of the finding of fear, not knowing, and self-doubt 
within this population, a future study of imposter syndrome and confidence in 
nonprofit leaders is recommended. 
Summary 
This study provided data to both support the perceived value of certification 
within association professionals in California while also characterizing their perceptions 
and experiences as certified association executives working in nonprofit management.  
Personal stories and insights added richness and depth to the statistical data that 
considered intrinsic and extrinsic value statements for certification. 
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Both certified and non-certified participants perceived a high value of 
certification.  The level of value found within those already certified was surprising.  
Intrinsic factors were found to motivate individuals to seek both certification but also 
value the certification itself.  While numerous external factors influenced the motivation 
to become certified, the extrinsic value statements of external recognition, salary, and 
marketability scored lower at demonstrated in the results. 
The adult learning process was detailed in the participant pathways to becoming a 
certified association executive by first finding their identity within this accidental 
profession.  Once participants identified themselves as association professionals, they 
established a professional development goal of certification and began to face fears, self-
doubt, and test anxiety.  By utilizing numerous intrinsic and extrinsic motivators, the 
participants overcame their fears, accepted the role as student, and gained expanded 
knowledge in their preparations leading to the certification exam.  Once certified, the 
perceived value was not found by participants to be the assumed external factors of 
increased salary and prestige as the primary reward.  This sample provided their insights 
to explain that the true value was the learning itself, the self-confidence gained, and the 
application of new knowledge to contribute as a capable leader. 
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Appendix A: Permission for Using PVCT
©
 
 
  
  
115 
Appendix B: Survey Invitation and Consent 
Invitation with consent – online survey form 
  
I am a Doctoral student in the Ed.D. program at Drexel University, Sacramento.  I am conducting 
a research study, in partnership with CalSAE, to examine the perceived value of certification in 
association professionals. This work is being done under the supervision of Dr. Kathy Geller, 
Principal Investigator and Assistant Clinical Professor, Drexel University School Of Education. 
  
If you agree to participate, you will be asked to complete an online survey with a series of 
questions. This survey will take approximately 5 - 10 minutes to complete and your responses 
will be anonymous and no identifiers will be collected.  Although the aggregate results of the 
research study may be published, your name will neither be asked for nor used. Participation in 
this research is completely voluntary.  You can skip questions in the survey and you can 
withdraw at any time by simply exiting the survey. 
 
Your participation in this study does not involve any risk to you. There are no benefits to you 
from your taking part in this research. We cannot promise any benefits to others from your taking 
part in this research.  
  
Participation in this study will involve no cost to you. You will not be paid for participating in 
this study.  This survey is being hosted by an online survey tool and involves a secure connection.  
 
If you have any questions about this study you may contact: Tracy Petrillo, Co-investigator at 
tp457@drexel.edu. Questions may also be directed to Dr. Geller, Principal Investigator at 
kdg39@drexel.edu.  Questions about your rights as a research subject may also be directed to the 
Institutional Review Board (IRB) Office of Drexel University. You may talk to them at (215) 
255-7857 or HRPP@drexel.edu  
 
You may print a copy of this consent for your records, from this screen. 
  
If you wish to participate, please select the Accept button below to begin the survey.   
  
If you do not wish to participate in this study, please select the Decline button, and your session 
will end.  
  
Sincerely, 
 
Tracy Petrillo 
Doctoral Candidate and Co - Investigator, Drexel University 
 
Accept  
Decline 
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Appendix C: Online Survey 
Thank you for taking 10 minutes to participate in this doctoral research study conducted through 
Drexel University with support by CalSAE.  The survey is anonymous and individuals will not be 
identified at any time.  Although completion of all survey questions is desired, you may opt out of 
the survey at any time.  If you are interested in learning about the results of the study, aggregate 
data will be shared at the CalSAE 2015 Annual Conference and on the website. 
 
1. Membership Category     [  ] Association Professional     [  ] Industry Partner 
 
2. Please select one reply related to the Certified Association Executive (CAE) credential 
[  ] I do not hold the CAE and have no current interest to pursue this credential 
[  ] I do not hold the CAE but I am interested in working towards this credential 
[  ] I am a current CAE and I maintain this credential 
[  ] I no longer maintain the CAE, but I held this credential in the past 
 
3. Perceived Value of Certification Tool © (PVCT) 
Please indicate the degree to which you agree or disagree with the statements by selecting SA for 
strongly agree, A for agree, D for disagree, SD for strongly disagree, or NO for no opinion. 
 
Below are statements that related to perceived value of certification. 
   
 Strongly 
Agree 
Agree Disagree Strongly 
Disagree 
No 
Opinion 
1. Validates specialized knowledge SA A D SD NO 
2. Indicates level of competence SA A D SD NO 
3. Indicates attainment of a practice 
standard 
SA A D SD NO 
4. Enhances professional credibility SA A D SD NO 
5. Promotes recognition from peers SA A D SD NO 
6. Promotes recognition for other 
professionals 
SA A D SD NO 
7. Promotes recognition from employers SA A D SD NO 
8. Increases consumer confidence SA A D SD NO 
9. Enhances feelings of personal 
accomplishment 
SA A D SD NO 
10. Enhances personal confidence in abilities SA A D SD NO 
11. Provides personal satisfaction SA A D SD NO 
12. Provides professional challenge SA A D SD NO 
13. Enhances professional autonomy SA A D SD NO 
14. Indicates professional growth SA A D SD NO 
15. Provides evidence of professional 
commitment 
SA A D SD NO 
16. Provides evidence of accountability SA A D SD NO 
17. Increases marketability SA A D SD NO 
18. Increases salary SA A D SD NO 
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4. Gender     [  ] female    [   ]  male    [   ] other gender identity    [  ] prefer not to answer 
 
5. Which of the following best describes your current employment 
 
 Chief Executive Officer / Executive Director  Administrative Staff 
 Vice President / Senior Director / Director  Not presently employed 
 Manager or Professional Staff  Prefer not to answer 
 
6. Indicate your highest level of education, select one: 
 
 Some High School  Bachelor’s Degree 
 High School Graduate  Master’s Degree 
 Some College  Doctoral Degree 
 Associate’s Degree  Prefer not to answer 
Thank you screen. 
Thank you for participating in the Perceived Value of Certification study being conducted by 
Tracy Petrillo, Doctoral Candidate at Drexel University Sacramento and in partnership with 
CalSAE.  Your survey results will remain anonymous. 
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Appendix D: Interview Protocol 
Interviewer:    Tracy Petrillo, Drexel University 
Date of Interview: 
Time: 
Place: 
Interviewee: 
 
Semi-structured Interview Questions: 
 
1. Please describe your reasons for becoming an association professional. 
 
2. Please describe your career path in the nonprofit arena. 
 
3. What led you to become a certified association executive (CAE)? 
 
4. What were your expectations before you obtained the CAE? 
 
5. Have your expectation been met since earning the CAE? 
 
Yes/No – Tell me more. 
 
6. What specific benefits, if any, have you gained from achieving certification? 
 
6a) Describe any knowledge, skills and competencies gained? 
 
6b) Describe how your ongoing learning as a CAE relates back to your practice? 
 
7. What other formal and informal learning programs have you participated in since 
achieving your CAE? 
 
8. How do you maintain your CAE credential hours? 
 
9. What would you say to other association professionals about the value of the 
CAE? 
 
------------------------ 
Background and Icebreakers to address nonprofit and career interests: #1, #2 
Related to research questions: 
1) Perceived Value #3, #4, #5, #9 
2) Career Benefits  #5, #6 
3) Knowledge, Skills and Competencies   #6a, #6b, #7, #8 
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Appendix E: Consent Form 502 
Drexel University Consent to Take Part in a Research Study 
 
1. Title of research study: The New Era of Leadership in Nonprofits: A Value 
Proposition Study for the Certification of Association Executives 
2. Researcher:  
Kathy Geller, Ph.D., Principal Investigator, Drexel University School of Education 
Tracy Petrillo, Doctoral Candidate, Co-Investigator, Drexel University, Sacramento  
3. Why you are being invited to take part in a research study: We invite you to take part 
in a research study because you are a professional member of the California Society of 
Association Executives (CalSAE). 
4. What you should know about a research study 
 Someone will explain this research study to you. 
 Whether or not you take part is up to you. 
 You can choose not to take part. 
 You can agree to take part now and change your mind later. 
 If you decide to not be a part of this research no one will hold it against you. 
 Feel free to ask all the questions you want before you decide. 
5. Who can you talk to about this research study? 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints, or think the research has hurt you, talk to 
the research team at Tracy Petrillo at tp457@drexel.edu or Dr. Kathy Geller who is 
supervising the study at kdg39@drexel.edu. 
This research has been reviewed and approved by an Institutional Review Board (IRB). 
An IRB reviews research projects so that steps are taken to protect the rights and welfare 
of humans subjects taking part in the research.  You may talk to them at (215) 255-7857 
or email HRPP@drexel.edu for any of the following: 
 Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research 
team. 
 You cannot reach the research team. 
 You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
 You have questions about your rights as a research subject. 
 You want to get information or provide input about this research. 
6. Why are we doing this research?  The purpose of this research is to investigate the 
perceived value and impact of certification for association executives in preparing 
candidates to fill the approaching leadership gap within nonprofit organizations.  
7. How long will the research last? 
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The electronic survey will be sent to 650 association professionals and it is expected 
that those taking the survey will participate for 5-10 minutes to complete the online 
survey.  A purposeful sample of 12 CalSAE members who hold the Certified Association 
Executive (CAE) credential will participate in one semi-structured interview that will last 
approximately 45 minutes.  The survey will be conducted during a three-week period 
between December 2014 and January 2015. Interviews will be conducted between 
December 2014 and February 2015.  The analysis of data and research report presented 
as a Doctoral Dissertation will be completed by June 2015. 
8. How many people will be studied?  
For the quantitative portion of the mixed methods study, 650 association professionals 
within California who are members of CalSAE will be invited to complete the survey.   
For the qualitative section, a subgroup of 12 individuals will be selected from the 112 
CalSAE members who currently hold the Certified Association Executive (CAE) 
credential on a first-come, first serve basis to participate in the interview. 
9. What happens if I say yes, I want to be in this research? 
You will receive an email invitation, from CalSAE and the investigator, describing the 
study and with yes consent, you will be taken into the online survey tool to complete the 
anonymous survey. 
If you are a certified association executive (CAE) that is selected within the target 
qualitative sample, you will receive an additional email, from the investigator, describing 
the request to participate in one, 45-minute interview. If you are willing to volunteer, a 
convenient phone number is requested to schedule and finalize the details of the 
interview. 
 When you volunteer, the interview email will be followed by a call from Tracy 
Petrillo who will set up a date and time for the interview.  The date, time and 
place for the interview will be decided based on your comfort, convenience and 
availability.  Interviews are preferred in person, but a video conference option will 
be available. 
 Prior to the start of your participation, the researcher will review the consent form 
with you and request your permission and consent to participate in this study.  
You will be asked to sign the consent form and return it to the researcher prior to 
the interview commencing.  A copy will be provided to the subject. 
 You will interact with Tracy Petrillo, Doctoral Candidate, Drexel University, 
Sacramento, School of Education. 
 The interview will be at a place of your convenience. 
 The interview will be scheduled during December 2014 – February 2015. 
 You will participate in one semi-structured interview that will last approximately 
45 minutes.  Two digital recorders will be used to assure a verbatim record of the 
questions and responses.  Observation notes will be taken by the researcher during 
the interview. 
  
121 
 To maintain your confidentiality, you and your organization will only be 
identified by a pseudonym throughout the study on the recordings and in any 
transcription, analysis or reporting by this label.   
 
10. What are my responsibilities if I take part in this research? 
If you take part in this research, it is very important that you:  
 For Survey, complete all submitted questions honestly 
 For Survey, follow the written instructions when completing the survey 
 For Survey, discontinue the survey at any time if you have a concern 
 If interviewed, follow the researcher’s verbal instructions 
 If interviewed, tell the researcher immediately if you have a concern or wish to 
discontinue the questions. 
11. What happens if I do not want to be in this research? You may decide not to take 
part in the research and it will not be held against you. 
12. What happens if I say yes, but I change my mind later? If you agree to take part in 
the research now, you stop at any time it will not be held against you. 
13. Is there any way being in this study could be bad for me? There is no inherent risk to 
participation in this research study including physical, psychological, privacy, legal, 
social or economic risk to the participants. 
14. Do I have to pay for anything while I am on this study? There is no cost to you for 
participating in this study.   
15. Will being in this study help me anyway? There are no benefits to you from your 
taking part in this research. We cannot promise any benefits to others from your taking 
part in this research.  
16. What happens to the information we collect? 
Efforts will be made to limit your personal information, including research study records, 
exclusively to people who have a need to review this information. The primary and co-
investigator and the IRB Office will have sole access to the data. 
Following the completion of the study, the principal investigator will maintain in a locked 
cabinet at Drexel University for a period of three years the following original records:  
Correspondence, research proposal, data collection instrument, data and results, audio 
tapes, protocols, Drexel IRB submission, approved informed consent form, training 
certifications, and any other documents required by regulations.    
We may publish the results of this research.  However, we will keep your name, 
organization and other identifying information confidential. 
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17. What else do I need to know? This research study is being done by Drexel 
University with written permission to utilize the membership database of the California 
Society for Association Executives (CalSAE).   
  
 
Your signature documents your permission to take part in this research. 
 
DO NOT SIGN THIS FORM AFTER THIS DATE   
   
Signature of subject  Date 
 
 
Printed name of subject 
   
Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 
   
Printed name of person obtaining consent  Form Date 
 
 
